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Iowa State University held its eighth symposium, "Shakespeare 
and His Contemporaries," on the university campus during April 25-
26, 1986. This volume of the Iowa State Journal of Research contains 
seven articles drawn from the nineteen papers presented at the 
conference. In addition, the symposium had two featured speakers. At 
the close of the first day's sessions, Jeanne Roberts, president of the 
Shakespeare Association of America and professor of English at 
American University, gave an address of "Shakespeare's Green World 
Revisited." Over lunch on the second day, Doug Duncan of the Des 
Moines Opera previewed its plans for an all-Shakespearean 1986 
season. 
The annual symposium we now title "Shakespeare and His 
Contemporaries" began as a conference limited to papers on the plays 
of Shakespeare. As a glance at the contents of this volume reveals, the 
identity of the symposium has changed over the years so that it has 
widened its focus to all of English Renaissance drama and currently 
welcomes papers on the work of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
English dramatists other than Shakespeare. In fact, though no 
consicous attempt was made to balance this year's program, it 
consisted of nine papers on the drama of Shakespeare, nine on the 
plays of his contemporaries, and one on Two Noble Kinsmen. The 
symposium planning committee is particularly pleased to provide an 
outlet for the scholarly and critical attention currently being given to 
the host of interesting and important dramas written by such art ists 
as Dekker, Webster, Jonson, et al. 
All of us concerned with Iowa State University's annual symposium 
on English Renaissance drama wish to thank Iowa State University 
for it s generous support, without which the symposium could not 
exist, and also to thank the Iowa Humanities Board for the financial 
aid it has provided for this symposium as well as earlier ones. And in 
particular, we wish to acknowledge the continuing encouragement 
and support that "Shakespeare and His Contemporaries" has received 
from the Iowa State University College of Sciences and Humanit ies. 
Linda Galyon 
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ABSTRACT. At the center point of Othello's middle scene (III.iii), Othello 
complains of a headache, and Desdemona attempts to cure it. When she attempts 
to bind his head with her handkerchief, the audience should see for a moment 
Othello blindfolded. Three different kinds of evidence support this discovery: (1) 
"sight" is a major theme of the play from first to last but especially just before and 
after the headache binding; (2) realities of stage business indicate that the 
handkerchief will hang down and coyer Othello's eyes and that the audience will 
be giving particular attention to his eyes then; (3) and this helps explain 
Shakespeare's departure from his source's plot in fabricating the 11-line scene-
within-a-scene about the headache. The brief tableau of the blindfolded man 
comments directly on Othello's situation but also suggests to the audience the 
traditional image of Blind Love. 
Index Descriptors: blind love, sight, Desdemona's handkerchief, Othello, stage 
business, tableau, seeing. 
Precisely in the middle of Othello, the play's theme of "sight" 
climaxes in a sight-a visual metaphor, an emblematic tableau-
intended to entertain and edify the audience's eyes. Like Prince Hal's 
evoking a golden mean as he stands between the fallen bodies of 
Hotspur and Falstaff or Richard II's bodily figuring the sun as he 
physically descends from the battlements amid his play's references to 
"the blushing discontented sun" and "glist'ring Phaethon" (Richard II 
III.iii.63, 178), this visual event in Othello is profoundly relevant to the 
central themes of the play, and it simultaneously involves a common-
place idea and a mythological tradition. Perhaps this symbolic bit of 
stage business has eluded schoJars' eyes to date for lack of thorough 
discussion of the theme of sight in the play's diction. But beyond 
textual support for the significance of the spectacle, the realities of 
stage business and properties ~nd Shakespeare's departure from his 
source also argue for discovering the purpose of the center scene. 
Sometimes, of course, Shakespeare's visual metaphors are unavoid-
ably obvious, as when Richard II and Bolingbroke hold opposite sides 
of the crown which Richard then likens to a well with two buckets, 
one full and one empty. But the identifications of Hal with a golden 
mean and of Richard II with the sun were only established by 
repeated reading of the texts and consideration of stagings. The 
*Department of English, University of California, Davis, CA 95616. 
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"ocular" figure we should see midway through Othello resembles the 
latter cases: not obvious but inevitable. 
Othello is a history of seeing, looking and watching. It opens with 
the Venetian state's straining for sight of Turkish ships and Brabantio's 
looking for his daughter. It ends with a final speech that commands 
our eyes as well as Iago's: "Look on the tragic loading of this bed; I 
This is thy work. The object poisons sight . . . " (V.ii.363-64). The play's 
first substantial speech bears a line that could as well occur last and 
anywhere in between: "his eyes had seen the proof' (I.i.28). Four 
scenes into the drama, the entire population of a town climbs a hill, 
trying to see their fate and their hero. Four scenes from the end, that 
hero surreptitiously looks for guilt in Cassio's smile and gesture. Early 
and late the play's soldiers try to pierce with their eyes the darkness 
of late hour streets to see whom they have stabbed, who would stab 
them. Immediately before the central scene, Othello demands to see a 
fort; assurances won't do. Immediately after the central scene Othello 
demands to see a handkerchief. Very early the court at Venice 
distrusts its eyes: the enemy Turkish fleet moves in "a pageant I To 
keep us in false gaze" (l.iii.18-19). Very late, Othello will spend his last 
minutes as much employing his eyes as his weapons: to dead 
Desdemona, "Now-how dost thou look now? 0 ill-starr'd wench ... 
This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven ... " (V.ii.272-74), and 
then to Iago, "I look down towards his feet; but that's a fable. I If that 
thou be'st a devil, I cannot kill thee" (V.ii.286-87) . To his wife's face, to 
Iago's feet, our eyes follow Othello's. Statistically, Shakespeare has 
used the words "eye" and "eyes" more frequently in plays other than 
Othello, but the words "see," "seen," "look," and "watch" occur more 
often in Othello than in most of the others; moreover, the term 
"ocular" appears nowhere else. 
The new sight here suggested to readers and directors happens at 
the center point of the play's middle scene, the temptation scene 
(III.iii). In that long scene no fewer than forty-two times does the 
diction refer to eyes, seeing, showing, perceiving and visual appear-
ances. Next to jealousy, sight is the most prominent theme of this 
scene. The cumulative effect of the verbal references to sight-and 
especially the dozen most striking instances of the theme-both 
prepare the audience beforehand for the visual metaphor and play 
afterwards upon the emblem so that the audience cannot doubt what 
it has seen or what the writer and performers have intended. 
However, before hearing them out, the sight itself. The context is 
the first appearance of Desdemona's fateful handkerchief, a very brief 
domestic scene here quoted in full: 








How now, my dear Ot hello? 
Your dinner, and the generous islanders 
By you invited, do attend your presence. 
I am to blame. 
Why do you speak so faintly? 
Are you not well? 
I have a pain upon my forehead, here. 
[Faith] , that's with watching, 'twill away again. 
Let me but bind it hard, within this hour 
It will be well. 
Your napkin is too litt le; 
Let it alone. Come, I'll go in with you. 
I am very sorry that you are not well. 
Exit (III.iii.279-89) 
Before, during and after Othello's last speech in t his exchange 
editors have appended a variety of stage directions; all of them have 
the kerchief on the floor when husband and wife have exited; some 
suggest gestures by him, her or both to explain the thing's unnoticed 
fall. That Desdemona physically makes the attempt and not just the 
offer to bind Othello's head is fully implied by Othello's response and 
the fact that the handkerchief falls. His comment that the cloth is too 
small is equivocal. But when he says, "Let it alone," "it" must refer to 
her act of attempted binding or to his own head, and not t o the 
handkerchief. 
It is this binding of Othello's head that demands attention, 
particularly in the light of two obvious material fact s. First, it is 
almost unthinkable that any troupe would allow its Desdemona to 
stand anywhere but behind or beside Othello when she puts the cloth 
around his head. Just as certainly, we can trust Desdemona's 
acqu aintance with the relevant sizes of her husband's head and her 
dearest keepsake. Either the handkerchief easily or nearly suffices, or 
Desdemona would have sought another, different cure. Therefore, 
when she attempts to join the fabric 's ends behind Othello's head, 
some of it must hang down over his eyes. 
For one moment or two or three the audience sees a blindfolded 
Othello. Simply of itself that image is an apt commentary on the hero's 
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state and situation. But for the Renaissance viewer and little less for a 
modern one, there stands (or sits) Othello, briefly the image of Blind 
Love. 
But, one might object, would not Desdemona take a couple of 
seconds as she speaks to twirl the excess material into a sort of tube 
or strip to avoid any such covering of the eyes? Certainly, she might, 
from quick thinking or from habit. But why should she? More 
importantly, why should the actors or director pass by this singular 
opportunity to produce such a powerful and theatrical emblem of 
Othello's plight and the play's themes? To return to the first question, 
Othello's complaint, after all, occurs in a domestic setting; he is 
neither in a state meeting nor on a battlefield where he must avoid all 
obstruction of vision. In fact, headache victims are not unknown to 
close or cover their eyes in search of relief. And particularly in this 
case Desdemona has, as she attempts to cure it, laid the cause of the 
pain on visual strain, "watching," probably confirmed in her mind by 
Othello's pointing to or touching his forehead , "here." The immediate 
situation and the apparent type of headache both give reasons for her 
either ignoring the inconvenience to her patient's sight or deliberately 
obliging him to rest his eyes. 
The familiarity of Blind Love or Blind Cupid to both Shakespeare 
and his original audience cannot be doubted. Shakespeare mentions 
the Blind Cupid in two other plays (Much Ado About Nothing I.i.254 
and King Lear IV.vi.137). The appropriateness of the image to Othello 
and to the play is equally obvious. 
However, it is the entire temptation scene's verbal context for the 
headache binding that makes the blindfolding so likely, if not 
inevitable. So we now examine more fully the clusters of references 
and images that set up and then confirm the fleeting moments of 
physical hoodwinking. In the first half of the scene the blinding nature 
of love is directly mentioned. Othello says, "she had eyes, and chose 
me" (III.iii.189); a moment later Iago remarks, "She that so young 
could give out such a seeming I To seel her father's eyes up, close as 
oak, I He thought 'twas witchcraft ... " (209-11). In a positive light, 
Desdemona's love had strength enough to overlook or "not see" 
Othello's foreign and warlike appearance and his black skin. In a 
negative sense, her father's doting love once blinded him to his 
daughter's affection and marital intention. The famous green eyes of 
"monster" (166) jealousy indicate the warping of perception by the 
influence of passion. Similarly, the beginnings of Othello's fatal 
response and resolve are couched in like terms: "I'll see before I doubt; 
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when I doubt, prove; I And on the proof, there is no more but this- I 
Away at once with love or jealousy!" (190-92). 
These cues alone should sufficiently prepare the audience for the 
brief vision of blindfolding. But a number of others are worth noting. 
First, when Iago begins with the vaguest hints of his dis-ease, Othello 
quickly wonders "if there were some monster in thy thought I Too 
hideous to be shown" ( 107-08). Then he demands, "if thou dost love 
me, I Show me thy thought" (115-16). Second, the two men discuss 
visual appearance: 
Iago. Men should be what they seem, 
Or those that be not, would they might seem none! 
Othello. Certain, men should be what they seem. (127-28) 
This concern Iago applies to Desdemona. "And when she seem'd to 
shake and fear your looks, I She lov'd them most" (207-08). Third, 
their conversation introduces the idea of spying. Before deprecating 
"[my] scattering and unsure observance" (151) , Iago says, "I confess it 
is my nature's plague I To spy into abuses ... " (146-47). They are soon 
exhorting each other to future spying. Othello says, "If more thou dost 
perceive, let me know more; I Set on thy wife to observe" (239-40). 
Moments before Iago has given fuller instructions: 
Look to your wife, observe her well with Cassio, 
Wear your eyes thus, not jealious nor secure. 
I would not have your free and noble nature, 
Out of self-bounty, be abus'd; look to't. 
I know our country disposition well: 
In Venice they do let [God] see the pranks 
They dare not show their husbands .... (197-202) 
Having left the stage briefly, Iago returns to elaborate this advice: 
Yet if you please to [hold] him off awhile, 
You shall by that perceive him and his means. 
Note if your lady strain his [Cassio's] entertainment 
With any strong or vehement importunity; 
Much will be seen in that. (248-52) 
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Finally, between these two pieces of advice Othello briefly alone sighs, 
"Why did I marry? This honest creature, doubtless, I Sees and knows 
more, much more, than he unfolds" (242-43). 
And after the blindfolding scene this theme is even more sharply 
pressed by both Iago and Othello. In a sense, Othello returns to the 
positive aspect of Blind Love when he asks, "What sense had I in her 
stol'n hours of lust? I I saw't not, thought it not; it harm'd not me" 
(338-39). But his more memorable lines are fierce demands for his 
eyes: "Villain, be sure thou prove my love a whore; I Be sure of it. Give 
me the ocular proof .... " (359-60) and "Make me to see't; or (at the 
least) so prove it I That the probation bear no hinge nor loop I To 
hang a doubt on ... " (364-66). These demands lead to a discussion of 
precisely what Othello's eyes should hope to see, what visual evidence 
will suffice him: 
Iago. Would you, the [supervisor], grossly gape on? 
Behold her topp'd? 
Othello. Death and damnation! O! 
Iago. It were a tedious difficulty, I think, 
To bring them to that prospect; damn them then, 
If ever mortal eyes do see them bolster 
More than their own. What then? How then? 
What shall I say? Where's satisfaction? 
It is impossible you should see this, 
Were they as prime as goats, as hot as monkeys .... 
(395-403) 
From this point on the two conspirators are actively adjusting 
Othello's faculty of vision, choosing the blinders that will guide his 
sight. 
The long scene at last ends with two further instances of blinded 
love, one extremely literal and one painfully ironic. First, after Iago 
has told his lie about Cassio's talking in his sleep of his love for 
Desdemona, he plays his newly acquired trump, the handkerchief: 
Iago. Nay, yet be wise; yet we see nothing done; 
She may be honest yet. Tell me but this, 
Have you not sometimes seen a handkerchief 
Spotted with strawberries in your wive's hand? 
Othello. I gave her such a one; 'twas my first gift. 
SIGHT AND A SIGHT IN OTHELLO 
Iago. I know not that; but such a handkerchief 
(I am sure it was your wive's) did I to-day 
307 
See Cassio wipe his beard with. ( 432-39) 
What incredible blindness, that Othello can swallow this! The 
audience has seen that very handkerchief literally waved before 
Othello's eyes only five minutes before. But apparently so strong 
already were Othello's discomfort and growing jealousy that he could 
not and did not see it. This acceptance of the handkerchief proof 
certifies Othello as partially blind. The second instance is the scene's 
climax when Othello announces his conviction that his wife is guilty: 
"Now do I see 'tis true. Look here, Iago, I All my fond love thus do I 
blow to heaven. I 'Tis gone" ( 444-46). What irony, that Othello now 
"sees" the truth! He sees nothing; like a blind man he has only "seen" 
through another's eyes, Iago's; like a blind man Othello is oblivious to 
reality while another leads him to his destruction. 
The language that surrounds it and the physical elements of the 
scene are the best evidence that Shakespeare intended a tableau of 
blindfolding in the headache scene. But there is one further matter 
that should make Shakespeare's students closely examine the hand-
kerchief business, namely that this incident is a departure from the 
source of Othello. In fact, it is a departure that seems, to many 
readers of the play, to give Shakespeare's plot a significant flaw. In the 
Italian prose narrative of Cinthio, the handkerchief is stolen by Iago 
from the person of Desdemona. By changing Iago's method of 
acquisition, Shakespeare produces doubts later about the consistency 
of Emilia's character. In Shakespeare's play Emilia never wavers in 
her loyalty to Desdemona; yet why does she say not hing when her 
mist ress becomes, for good reasons, frantic over the disappearance of 
the kerchief? No doubt Emilia is also loyal to her husband until his 
villany is exposed. But then, believing in Iago's honesty and good will, 
why should she scruple to tell her lady that Iago has "borrowed" t he 
keepsake? At least once on stage in Emilia's presence Desdemona 
lament s her loss, and certainly in her offstage search for it she will 
have seriously consulted her maid. Whether a flaw or a mere puzzle, 
this underscores the main question: why did Shakespear e make this 
change and invent this headache scene? 
With a single line Iago could have told the audience in his 
soliloquy that he had obtained the trinket by theft or by luck Or Iago 
could have been made to perform the theft in the sight of the 
audience, violating Desdemona's person physically as he so copiously 
does verbally. What other considerations would have prompt ed 
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Shakespeare to fabricate the extra stage business? Surely the play 
does not need this one additional expression of Desdemona's love and 
care; her pure and true feelings towards Othello are abundantly 
delineated elsewhere. Similarly, Othello's discomfort, even if the 
headache is not a sham answer to her question, would not be lessened 
in the view of the audience by omitting these eleven lines. That 
additional, typically Shakespearean element of the headache scene, 
the suggestion of cuckold horns in Othello's drawing attention to his 
forehead, could easily be included elsewhere. Or does the handkerchief 
itself need such an introduction to carry more convincingly its later 
dramatic importance? Not really; its strong sentimental and stronger 
evidential significances are both fully developed after it is in Iago's 
possession. The only other contribution t hat the headache scene 
might be said to make is its adding another incident of fate or chance 
to Othello's destiny. Like the removal to Cyprus, Roderigo's infatuation, 
and Cassio's weakness for wine and Bianca, the accidental dropping 
of the handkerchief becomes one of the chance elements skillfully 
woven into Iago's project. Iago's machinations are a mixture of 
deliberate control and luck. But the presence of fate in Othello's 
history would not be terribly diminished if Iago had stolen the 
handkerchief on stage or obtained it offstage; the element of chance is 
not Shakespeare's chief reason for creating t he headache, blindfolding 
scene. 
There is one final argument of a stage business sort. Throughout 
this central temptation scene as Iago carefully but quickly poisons 
Othello's mind, will not the audience pay increasingly close attention 
to Othello's eyes, to pry after changes in the hero beyond his verbal 
expressions? The disposition and movement of his eyes are nearly 
always a chief resource for an actor in portraying a psychological 
change. Few things better display a restless mind than restless eyes; 
on the other hand, inner torment is often shown with a stare. And 
then enters Desdemona; in all likelihood the audience will look closely 
to see whether this husband can still meet his wife eye to eye. 
Especially in her presence, his eyes will betray his anxiety. And so, it is 
a brilliant piece of stage business to then introduce the visual icon of 
Othello blindfolded, to comment by gesture on the pathetic state of 
the general's eyes. 
This presumed prominence of Othello's eyes in the full scene, 
Shakespeare's departure from the plot of his source, the strong, 
repeated references to sight in the scene's diction, the theme of sight 
throughout the play, and the physical elements of the headache 
scene: these come sufficiently near being "proof' that Shakespeare 
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invented the headache scene for the sake of the visual metaphor of 
blindfolding. The fragility of love in its perceptions and the perversity 
of jealousy in its blinders are the thematic justifications for Shake-
speare's inserting this eleven-line scene. It is a moot point whether he 
intended the audience to notice chiefly the blindfolded Othello image 
or the Blind Love emblem. The impact of the one need not nullify the 
effect of the other. That said, perhaps the simpler image of the 
blinded man, the blinded Othello, ultimately taps a stronger source of 
irony because the hero is figuratively fooled and blinded by the same 
physical handkerchief that has literally covered his eyes. And yet, 
because Othello is so much the husband and lover and because his 
love is so central to the play, perhaps the Blind Cupid allusion would 
become paramount, at least for the Renaissance audience and its 
enjoyment of such tableaux and such mythological elements both in 
the theater and in other dramatic forms. 
In fact, given the period's inclination to myth and ot her traditions, 
the headache-blindfolding scene in Othello might well evoke two other 
harmonic variations, might remind audiences of two other blinded 
deities: Justice and Fortuna. The image of blind fate or Fortuna seems 
somewhat less likely though the fateful dropping of the handkerchief 
right after the blindfolding makes the identification appropriate as 
does the Renaissance association of tragedy with the Wheel of 
Fortuna in the fall of great men. Before the blindfolding, Othello has 
already established himself as an embodiment of Justice by his setting 
terms and punishments for Cassio and the Turks. Othello's military 
apparel and bearing are constantly similar to many traditional images 
of Justice. And, more importantly, Othello becomes judge, jury, and 
executioner for Desdemona and believes that he does so justly. 
Ultimately, however, there is more certainty that Shakespeare 
intended the headache scene to strike his audience's eyes with 
blindfolded Othello and Blind Love. 
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ABSTRACT. In Women Beware Women, Middleton examines the roots of social 
corruption and immorality in the breakdown of the traditional hierarchies of 
family, class, and church. The younger generation of characters, Bianca, Isabella, 
and Leantio, are betrayed by figures of authority-mother and father, aunt and 
uncle, duke and cardinal-who use their power to corrupt rather than govern 
them. Deprived of a sense of place and its attendant norms and standards, the 
characters are driven by economic, social, and psychological insecurity to form 
desperate alliances. The struggles between men and women must be seen in this 
broader context, for when the women break free of the dominance of foolish or 
tyrannical men and overstep the restrictions of family, class, and sex, they bind 
themselves to equally self-serving lovers. Without ordering principles, freedom is 
illusory, and sexual freedom becomes license for both the men and the women in 
the play. 
Index Descriptors: family, class conflict, sexual conflict, generational conflict, 
parents and children, authority, freedom and anarchy, social norms. 
In the last scene of Women Beware Women, the characters 
moralize about the cause of their downfall: "Lust and forgetfulness 
has been amongst us, I And we are brought to nothing" (V.11..146-4 7), 
declares Hippolito; Livia admits, "My own ambition pulls me down to 
ruin" (V.1.133); and Bianca laments, "Like our own sex, we have no 
enemy, no enemy" (V.1.215) (Thomas Middleton, Women Beware 
Women, ed. Mulryne. All quotations are taken from this edition). If we 
accept these aphorisms as summarizing the text of the play, we 
conclude that Middleton wants to show that men and women are 
sinful and corrupt, and the forms of evil most prevalent and most 
destructive are lust and greed for money and power. Most critics 
following this line, stress the immorality of the characters and their 
society. (See, for example, Bradbrook, Mulryne, Parker, Rihner, and 
Schoenbaum.) But an examination of the subtext of the play reveals 
more topical and specific causes of human tragedy than original sin 
and social corruption. Middleton is concerned with the breakdown of 
established structures and standards during a period of social 
change. He connects the solipsism of his characters with the 
weakening of the institutions and relationships that traditionally 
*Department of English, Hofstra University, Hempstead, NY 11550. 
312 BROMLEY 
provide the values that guide individuals, offering alternatives to the 
blind pursuit of pleasure and profit. In Women Beware Women , the 
consequences of freedom from the old rules without new directions 
are anarchy, anxiety, and alienation. 
Many of the conflicts in the play are generated by the women's 
desire for autonomy, but a study of power relations in the play cannot 
be limited to those between men and women, as in some recent 
feminist criticism (Foster and Juneja, for example), for the battle 
between the sexes is part of a broader and more complex struggle for 
ascendancy between generations and classes. (Some attention is paid 
to conflicts between classes, sexes, and generations by Batchelor, Gill, 
Rowe, and Wigler.) Middleton is certainly interested in exposing and 
satirizing outmoded social standards. As his ironic treatment of 
character and situation makes clear, husbands should not lock up 
their wives, fathers should not force their daughters to marry rich 
fools, brothers should not kill their sisters' lovers in the name of family 
honor. But when they are released from the dominance of foolish or 
tyrannical men, Bianca, Isabella, and Livia choose new forms of 
bondage. They break with their male relatives only to bind themselves 
to equally self-serving lovers. Each female character seeks, and 
attains, liberation from the obligations imposed on her not only as a 
member of a sex, but as a member of a family and a class, only to 
suffer a crippling displacement; to break bonds is to be cast adrift. 
Having fought free of the requirements of rank, Bianca fulfills them in 
marriage to the Duke. Isabella is made a "stranger" like Bianca by her 
Aunt Livia's lie that she is her mother's illegitimate child. But when 
freed to choose without regard to her family, she ties herself to 
Hippolito, her father's brother. The only use to which Livia can put 
her wealth and independence is the indulgence of her own sexual 
appetites and those of her brother, Hippolito, and the Duke. Sexual 
freedom, for the women as well as the men, means license. 
Freedom is illusory, for both men and women are disoriented, 
displaced "strangers" in the world of Women Beware Women. (The 
frequency with which Middleton uses the word "stranger" has been 
noted by Brian Parker [194].) It is not free choice but insecurity-
economic, social, and psychological insecurity-that finally attaches 
Bianca to the Duke, Isabella to Hippolito, and Livia to Leantio. 
Middleton locates the sources of this insecurity in the breakdown 
of traditional social hierarchies and in the loss of authority in the 
family, state, and church. From this perspective, the most important 
MEN AND WOMEN BEWARE 313 
distinction is not between men and women, but between young and 
old, or between those who are established in society and those who 
are trying to make a place for themselves. 
Leantio is a pivotal character in this regard because he is young, 
bourgeois, without a father or inherited wealth or rank He is usually 
said to be priggish, ineffectual, and self-satisfied. But his failures may 
more clearly reflect problems rooted in the social system than do 
those of more diabolical characters, like the Duke, or of caricatures 
like Fabritio or the Ward. What sets Leantio apart, making him 
pathetic or ridiculous to the other characters-and vulnerable to 
them-is that he believes in authority. He feels guilty for having stolen 
Bianca from her parents and home, and he fears and expects 
punishment from the authorities in Florence. We see Leantio as crude 
and smug at the beginning of the play, gloating over his possession of 
Bianca, a treasure beyond his means. Yet he has a clear sense of his 
own duties, and tries to balance his passion for his wife with his need 
to make a living for her and for his mother. His desire for domestic 
contentment is sincere, if unrealistic. He sees in black and white 
terms-one marries or burns-yet he is clearly devoted to Bianca and 
to his conception of "a good husband." He vows to his mother, "I'll 
prove an excellent husband, here's my hand" (I.i.107). It is important 
to remember that he hides Bianca not primarily out of fear of her 
wandering eye-for, unlike his mother, he cannot imagine that her 
satisfaction could be less than his own-but as a precaution against 
her discovery, which would result in her being returned to Venice and 
her family. 
In short, Leantio means well, tries to do good, but, because of his 
simple code, is without the means to cope with the defection of his 
wife and mother. Because he believes in the moral aut hority of the 
Duke and believes that his loss of Bianca is just, he falls victim to 
those around him, who have no scruples. Unlike the character Pietro 
in Celio Malespini's Ducento Novelle, who is based on an historical 
person and who is the likely source of Middleton's characterization 
(Mulryne xxxviii-xl) , Leantio never acquiesces to Bianca's affair for 
his own protection. He cannot, however, hold out against the power _of 
the Duke and of Livia, and he allows himself to be gradually seduced 
by the glamour of wealth. The qualities that, in a society with a more 
fully articulated middle-class ethos, would sustain him in fruitful 
relations with others-his doggedness, earnestness, and loyalty-here 
betray him. Bewildered and grieved that Bianca is "my wife till death, 
yet no more mine" (III.iii.320) , Leantio is prompted by his bourgeois 
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practicality and instinct for self-preservation to rationalize that, since 
he has lost Bianca, 
... my safest course 
For health of mind and body is to turn 
My heart and hate her, most extremely hate her. (IIl.iii.337-39) 
Virtue is defined by society and depends on relations with others, and 
Leantio is alone because no one else plays by the old rules. With the 
breakdown of authority in the family and, as will be seen later, in the 
state and church, there is no higher good to which one defers, in the 
name of which one refrains from purely self-interested behavior. 
There are no stable, nurturing families to guide Leantio, Bianca, 
Isabella, or the Ward in Women Beware Women. Instead, the older 
generation, which should guide these young people, has forfeited 
legitimate authority through its moral bankruptcy. Parents and 
surrogate parents exploit their dependents. Having left her wealthy 
family, Bianca stresses her affiliation with and dependence on Leantio 
and his mother: 
I have forsook friends , fortunes , and my country 
And hourly I rejoice in 't .. . 
. . . Thy successes 
Howe'er they look, I will still name my fortunes. (I.i.131-34) 
Yet her husband cannot protect her, and her mother-in-law exposes 
her to harm through her stupidity and self-indulgence as she 
succumbs to Livia's pressures and temptations. In the first scene of 
the play, Leantio's mother is shown to be a woman who knows the 
ways of the world and accepts them. She has no hope that Bianca will 
be satisfied with her son, whose old-fashioned notions of marriage she 
mocks. Indeed, her view of Leantio is so pragmatic and disinterested 
that it is soon apparent that Leantio's insistence in his asides on her 
as a loving "good mother" are as naive and self-deluded as his view of 
Bianca's potential to be a traditional "good wife." 
Far from being a "good father," Fabritio is a parody of the 
protective father arranging a marriage to secure the economic and 
social well-being of his daughter. His failure as a father is not less 
disturbing because he is overruled by Livia, who sees him as the 
dangerous fool he is. Indeed, Livia's abuse of her own authority has 
the most terrible and far-reaching effects. Isabella is a marriageable 
young woman with no mother and no female friends. Into this gap 
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steps the selfish, calculating surrogate mother, her Aunt Livia, who 
plays on what is not only Isabella's desire for the intimacy she has 
experienced with Hippolito, but surely also her need for a father . 
Hippolito is the "good father" Isabella has missed, an uncle with 
power, authority, and, from Isabella's point of view, the wisdom and 
love to use it properly. 
It is particularly ironic that Livia should advance her scheme to 
pander to Hippolito's desire for his niece by creating a fiction that 
makes Isabella what she is in essence, a "stranger" in this unnatural 
family. She tells Isabella that she is the illegitimate child of her mother 
and her mother's lover, insisting that ''you are no more allied to any of 
us, I ... I Than the merest stranger is" (Il.i.135, 138). Thus Livia 
"frees" Isabella to marry whomever she pleases, knowing that this will 
bind her in an incestuous affair with Hippolito, by displacing her from 
her family: her father, aunt, and uncle. Moreover, her lie depends on 
Isabella transferring her trust from her natural mother, whose 
adultery she believes in immediately, to Livia. Livia also mercilessly 
entraps the real stranger, Bianca, to whom she owes courtesy and 
charity, in order to feel her power and to strengthen it by serving the 
Duke. 
Of Hippolito's seduction of his niece, little need be said. Like Livia, 
he preys upon Isabella's need, masking his sexual interest in her as 
disinterested friendship. While the incestuous nature of their affair is 
hidden from Isabella by Livia, Hippolito knowingly corrupts her. Here 
Middleton departs from his source (Molryne xlv), in which the 
character on which Hippolito is based is also deceived by Livia's lie, in 
order to emphasize the cold-bloodedness of his sin. Hippolito restrains 
himself only long enough to utter the few lines that deepen his guilt by 
revealing his consciousness of it: 
I would 'twere fit to speak to her what I would; 
but 
'Twas not a thing ordained, Heaven has forbid it; 
And 'tis most meet that I should rather perish 
Than the decree divine receive least blemish. (I.ii.152-55) 
Fifty-five lines later, he declares his love to his niece. Finally, as if to 
underline the failure of guardianship in mothers and fathers , aunts 
and uncles, Middleton gives us Guardiano, the shrewd and cynical 
guardian of the Ward, the man who helps Livia ensnare Bianca for the 
Duke and brags about his past accomplishments as court pander. 
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To turn from the breakdown of family structure to that of class 
structure, it is useful to return to Leantio, with his middle class 
virtues of persistence and diligence. Not only is Leantio without 
orienting family relationships; he is also without a network of peers in 
a bourgeois milieu. He and his mother are the only characters in the 
play who are concerned about making a living. There are no signs of 
the social system in which he has his place, and he is seen in 
connection with no other men, although he mentions the "rich 
master" whom he serves as a factor. A businessman, he is far from the 
underemployed, rebellious De Flores or Bosola, Flamineo or Iago, 
nursing their social and economic grievances, unable to rise in civil 
society, men who feel justified in selling their services to the highest 
bidder. But he is equally far from the independent, prosperous 
merchants and entrepreneurs of Middleton's city comedies, like 
Yellowhammer and Quomodo. Middleton goes to great lengths in the 
first scene to establish that Leantio's work is both honest and risky. 
Diligence and merit may possibly pay off, but Leantio works for wages 
and clearly has little chance of establishing himself and achieving 
economic security. 
Class lines are loosely drawn in Women Beware Women. This 
society is not really concerned with Bianca's marriage to a man of 
lower station or with Livia's liaison with Leantio. Hippolito's protests 
about family honor are as absurd and anachronistic as Fabritio's 
attempts to enforce the marriage of Isabella and the Ward. But power 
is still rooted in money and rank-in the aristocracy. The Duke, who 
wields power by virtue of his social, economic, and political standing, 
is an authority in the public world as well as in Leantio's private 
world. The Duke takes what he wants, and Leantio finds himself 
cuckolded by his surrogate father, who engages in a kind of symbolic 
incest that is obviously related to the actual incest of Hippolito and 
Isabella. (Patterns of incestuous love are explored by Wigler [183-
201 ].) 
Leantio's defiance of the social rules in "stealing" Bianca dooms 
him, then, not because the Duke asserts his rightful authority to 
punish him, but because the rules exist only in Leantio's imagination. 
As in the case of De Flores, Bosola, and Iago, selling himself turns out 
to be a more reliable means of support for Leantio than selling his 
labor, so he resigns himself to accepting first the captainship from the 
Duke, and then the position of Livia's kept man. Leantio is impotent 
because he knows that he has morally compromised himself, but also, 
and more importantly, as Middleton takes care to show, because no 
economic or political challenge to established power is possible. In 
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spite of Schoenbaum's insistence on the similarity of Women Beware 
Women to Middleton's comedies, particularly in its bourgeois milieu 
(127-29), there are only the feeblest signs of life in this play of a vital 
middle class society like the one realized in the comedies, where 
young people can successfully oppose the tyranny of parents who 
control their money and marriages. As George Rowe argues, "The 
world of Women Beware Women .. . is ... hostile to comic values" 
(197) . The power and privilege of the Duke and, to a lesser extent, of 
aristocrats like Livia and Hippolito, keep them safe from attacks from 
without. Inbreeding seems an almost inevitable consequence of the 
boredom and sterility of the courtier's world. 
Along with the social mobility made possible by the blurring of 
class lines comes social anxiety. Bianca comes to Leantio with no 
dowry or other wealth but with a taste for luxury that only lies 
dormant, ready to be stirred back to life by the Duke. Much like 
Leantio's mother, who professes to abundant natural maternal 
affection but expresses only pragmatic considerations, Bianca gives 
signs of her appreciation of wealth and power while professing that 
with her husband's love she is "as rich as virtue can be poor" (I.i.128). 
Expectations about position, money, and responsibility are all vague 
for Leantio and Bianca in the first scene of the play, but only Leantio 
is surprised when Bianca, seeing herself through the Duke's eyes, 
suddenly sets a higher price on herself. 
Leantio cannot offer Bianca the kind of noble household in which 
she could find occupation as well as ample provision for her material 
and social needs, yet he expects that she will be a traditional wife, 
leading a sheltered existence and fulfilling herself through him. 
Leant io needs a wife like Quomodo has found at the beginning of 
Michaelmas Term or like Yellowhammer has in A Chaste Maid in 
Cheapside: an equal, a helpmate, a business partner. In choosing a 
woman of wealth and breeding, he manifests the same yearning for 
what is beyond his scope that brings Bianca to look at the Duke. Like 
Bianca herself, he is a "stranger" in Florentine society with no 
stronghold and no defense against the power of wealth and rank 
wielded by the Duke and Livia. 
Bianca finds no place for herself and no security with Leantio. 
When she first sees the Duke in procession from the window of their 
house, she remarks not upon his person, but upon his position, 
including the stable tradition behind it and the ceremony that 
expresses it: 
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... 'Tis a noble State. 
Methinks my soul could dwell upon the reverence 
Of such a solemn and most worthy custom. 
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It is not only economic and social insecurity, but the need for a 
personal relationship with a stable authority figure that finally ties 
Bianca to the Duke, as it ties Isabella to Hippolito and Leantio to 
Livia. It is not a sign of Leantio's fatuousness that, in the course of one 
scene, he goes from blessing to cursing the married state. Rather, it is 
a sign of his understandable confusion about his place, including his 
duties as a husband and those of his wife. 
Leantio's bewilderment and pain at the loss of his wife are not 
amusing, but pitiful. In spite of his faults, Leantio provides a striking 
contrast with the other characters, who behave more consistently 
because they are always guided solely by the principle of self-interest. 
At the beginning of the play, he expresses his belief in romantic love 
and in marriage as a sacrament. His pardon for eloping with Bianca is 
"sealed from heaven by marriage," which is a shelter for their "quiet 
innocent loves" (l.i.45, 52) . His confused conception of marriage as a 
safeguard against whoredom and as a peaceful haven are soon 
refuted by his experience, but for the ot her characters marriage, like 
family, class, and other networks of relat ionships, no longer helps to 
define one's place and dut ies. They suffer from none of Leantio's 
delusions. 
Isabella speaks abstractly about the ideal of marriage as "the 
most blest estate" (I.ii.178), but complains bitterly of her own 
common experience: enforced marriage, marriage as "thralldom" 
(I.ii.170), marriage as a transaction in which women are "bought and 
sold" (111.iv.36). She and Hippolito agree that her marriage to the 
Ward will be no impediment to their pursuit of pleasure. On the 
contrary, in Hippolito's words, 
This marriage now must of necessity forward , 
It is the only veil wit can devise 
To keep our acts hid from sin-piercing eyes. (II.ii. 236-38) 
The Duke and Bianca are amused, rather than horrified, at Isabella's 
marriage to the repulsive, idiotic Ward, assuming that she will soon 
take a lover. And the Duke, like Leantio, believes that the act of 
marriage in itself can expiate past sins. 
All of these vague, self-serving conceptions of marriage appear to 
be on the verge of being dispelled by the righteous wrath of the 
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Cardinal, who is God's representative on earth, but also the Duke's 
brot her. He enters in Act IV directly after the Duke has incited 
Hippolito to kill Leantio, his sister's lover. In an impassioned speech, 
the Cardinal delivers the Church's position on adultery, denouncing 
the Duke for his sin and reminding him of his responsibilities as a 
ruler and example to his people. The Duke declares his repentance 
and promises himself that as soon as Bianca's husband, Leantio, is 
murdered, he will "make her lawfully mine own, I Without this sin and 
horror" (IV.i.273-74). 
The Cardinal's moral outrage, like all other right feeling in the 
play, is gradually eroded by expediency. He interrupts the marriage of 
the Duke and Bianca: 
Cease, cease; religious honours done to sin 
Disparage virtue's reverence, and will pull 
Heaven's thunder upon Florence-holy ceremonies 
Were made for sacred uses, not for sinful. (IV.iii.1-4) 
There is little to sustain the Cardinal's view of himself as a man of 
God, however, and it eventually gives way to his view of himself as a 
courtier and statesman and to his desire to ingratiate himself with 
the real power in Florence, the Duke. Most critics, with the notable 
exception of David Holmes (163-64), see the Cardinal as the voice of 
morality, and certainly his doctrine is sound and his language is 
convincing. But he only gives lip service to orthodox Christian values. 
The spiritual world of which the Cardinal is a part, like the bourgeois, 
mercantile world of Leantio, is absent from the play, as are its rules 
and rewards. After a few words of casuistry from the beautiful 
Bianca, the Cardinal backs down and the marriage proceeds. Soon he 
is prevailed upon by the Duke to kiss Bianca, and he declares, "I 
profess peace and am content .... You shall have all you wish" 
(V.ii.14, 16). 
No other codes of belief and behavior are present in the play. 
There is no higher authority imaginatively or actually present in the 
name of which, or empowered by which, one can refrain from 
opportunism. The license of the Duke, and the license he gives others, 
exemplify the lawlessness of this society. Far from judging the lawless 
marriage of Leantio and Bianca, the Duke compounds the crime by 
taking Bianca for himself, forcing himself on the vulnerable young 
stranger in his state. Guardiano, who has pandered for the Duke 
before, tells us that the Duke's lust is dominant and willingly served by 
Hippolito, Livia, and himself. The Duke mingles freely with the 
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citizens, maintaining no higher standards, eliciting no love or respect, 
surrounded by no loyal servants. Behind the form of the procession 
which so attracts Bianca is disorder; there is no hierarchy, but 
anarchy, or the tyranny of greed and lust. 
In the world of Women Beware Women , individuals fight to 
liberate themselves from the dominance of corrupt and corrupting 
authority only to find themselves without ordering principles and 
without freedom. Unable to define themselves by reference to stable 
structures of family, class, or church, they impulsively seek security in 
alliances, particularly those which appear to ensure their profit and 
pleasure. Certainly, as is often noted, they are lacking in moral 
strength, but Middleton emphasizes the dissolution of the usual 
sources of this strength. At the end of the play, the characters simply 
do each other in, dying in the same confusion in which they lived. 
They are less the victims of each other than of themselves, and less 
their own victims than those of a society of displaced persons. 
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WOMEN AND CHIVALRY IN JACOBEAN CITY COMEDY 
Geraldo U. de Sousa* 
ABSTRACT. In the sixteenth century, chivalric romance came under strong 
attack. Many humanists including More, Erasmus, Vives and scores of others saw 
chivalric romance as a threat to civilized society because of its emphasis on war 
and adulterous love. The humanists believed that medieval romance had a 
deleterious effect upon the minds of the readers: it corrupted innocent minds and 
debased women. Jacobean city comedy adopts this antichiva lric view. The 
playwrights, especially Ben Jonson and Thomas Middleton, satirize chivalry and 
chivalric romance and strongly criticize the sexual freedom that women enjoyed 
in chivalric romance. The satire is most prominent in Eastward Ho, Volpone, The 
Alchemist, A Mad World, My Masters, A Trick to Catch the Old One, and A Chaste 
Maid in Cheapside. 
Index Descriptors: English Literature, 17th Century, Ben Jonson, Thomas 
Middleton, Jacobean city comedy, satire, romance, chivalry, knighthood, humanism, 
women in drama. 
"The knighthood nowadays are nothing like the knighthood of old 
time," says Gertrude of Eastward Ho (V.i.37-38), a 1605 play written 
by J onson, Chapman, and Marston. 1 That contemporary knighthood 
falls short of the ideals of chivalry is a recurring theme in Jacobean 
city comedy. Chivalry came under unprecedented attack in the early 
sixteenth century. Many humanists-and scores of other detractors-
saw chivalric romance as a threat to civilized society because of its 
emphasis on war and adulterous love. The humanists thought that 
medieval romance corrupted innocent minds and debased women. My 
argument here is that Jacobean city comedy reflects this point of view 
and is then essentially antichivalric in its depiction of those women 
who are in any way associated with knights or chivalric romance. The 
dramatists, especially Jonson and Middleton, satirize the sexual 
freedom that women enjoyed in chivalric romance. The satire is 
especially prominent in Eastward Ho, Volpone, and The Alchemist, by 
Jonson; and in A Mad World, My Masters, A Trick to Catch the Old 
One, and A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, by Thomas Middleton. 
Romance had, of course, been the subject of parody and satire 
from early on. Because of its emphasis on sexual titillation and 
violence, bloody combats, narrow escapes, and exciting adventure, 
Greek romance became very popular, and naturally susceptible to 
*Department of English, Iowa State University, Ames, IA 50011. 
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parody. According to one view, Petronius' Satyricon parodies Greek 
romances (Perry, 186-210). Similarly, along with the great chivalric 
romances of the Arthurian cycle, the Middle Ages produced a number 
of antiromances, including "The Felon Sew," "The Tournament of 
Tottenham," and Chaucer's "Sir Topas."2 Likewise, the Renaissance 
produced Don Quix ote and The Knight of the Burning Pestle, which 
amply parody every romance convention. 
The humanist attacks, however, transcend these parodies in 
vehemence and bitterness. In "Bold Bawdry and Open Manslaughter," 
Robert P. Adams summarizes the humanist position, saying that More, 
Erasmus, Vives, and others were not against medieval romance per se 
but the use of romance to advance tyranny, bloodshed, and depravity 
(33-48).3 The humanists, says Adams, insisted that true "glory" could 
not derive "from depraved pleasures, from senseless brutality, violence, 
or bloodshed, and from their ritualized form-war" (34-37). But more 
pertinently here, the humanists were concerned with the place of 
women in society. They thought that adulterous romance heroines 
should not be admired at the expense of virtuous wives-the 
Christian ideals of marriage; in other words, because of their 
adulterous relationships to their knights, Guinevere and other heroines 
set the wrong example for contemporary women (36). The humanists 
believed, moreover, that chivalric romance had deleterious effect 
upon the minds of the reader, and that women and young people 
would be especially susceptible to such an influence. 
To some humanists, books of chivalry and romance were dan-
gerous; knighthood and chivalry as depicted in romances set bad 
examples. The essay "The False Knight," by Erasmus, illustrates such a 
view of knighthood. In this work, Erasmus presents a conversation 
between two friends , Harpalus and Nestor. Harpalus seeks Nestor's 
advice on how one of humble stock may become a gentleman.4 
Nestor's initial suggestion is serious: "If you are not one [a nobleman], 
strive by virtuous actions that your nobility may derive its origin from 
yourself' (83) . But Harpalus wants to find , instead, a shortcut to 
nobility. Nestor then suggests that his friend go away from home, keep 
the company of other young men of quality, dress ostentatiously, and 
learn to deal with creditors and to counterfeit letters in order to 
create the appearance that he is acquainted with great men. Nestor's 
tongue-in-cheek advice is full biting satire: "unless you are a good 
dicer, a skillful card player, an abandoned libertine, a stout drinker, a 
daring spendthrift, and a borrower and consumer of other people's 
money, and have got the French pox to boot, scarce anybody will 
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believe you to be a knight" (91). The new knight as described here is 
the prototype of the later knight one finds in Jacobean city comedy. 
Later attacks parallel the vehemence that one finds in More. On 
two different occasions, Roger Ascham singles out the "books of 
chivalry" for attack, emphasizing the danger that those books pose to 
''vain, ignorant, and young minds" (Tox ophilus, 816). He warns 
against "books of feigned chivalry, wherein a man by reading should 
be led to none other end but only to manslaughter and bawdry" (816). 
In The Schoolmaster (1570), he again warns the reader, this time 
against Marte D 'Arthur: 
The whole pleasure of which book standeth in two 
special points-in open manslaughter and bold 
bawdry; in which book those be counted the 
noblest knights that do kill most men without 
any quarrel and commit foulest adulteries by 
subtlest shifts; as Sir Lancelot with the wife 
of King Arthur his master, Sir Tristram with the 
wife of King Mark his uncle, Sir Lomarak with 
the wife of King Lot that was his own aunt. (68-69) 
Undoubtedly, he concludes, such books are the product of the idle 
minds of papists. Similarly, in his translation of An Aethiopian 
History (1587), Thomas Underdowne enumerates the ways Greek 
romance is superior to chivalric romance: 
If I shall compare it [Aethiopian History] with other 
of like argument, I thinke none commeth neere it. Mort 
Darthure, Arthur of little Britaine, yea, and Amadis of 
Gaule, etc. accompt violente murder, or murder for no 
cause, manhoode: and fornication and all unlawful 
luste, friendely love. This booke punisheth the 
faults of evill doers, and rewardeth the well livers. ( 4) 
Of course, in advertising his translation, Underdowne .ignores a great 
deal of sexual violence and exploitation and bloodshed in An 
Aethiopian History. But such statements most certainly had an 
impact on city comedy, which often mirrors the prejudice against 
chivalric romance. Such statements are carried over to the drama. In 
Barry's Ram-Alley (1608), for example, Lady Taffata with prurient 
delight receives guests in her room and has her maid "read Amadis de 
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Gaul I Or Donzel del Phoebo" to her (Barry, X:322). For the humanists 
and later detractors, then, romance comes to be associated with 
bawdry, immorality, and bloodshed. 
Jacobean city comedy abounds with satire of chivalric romance 
and knighthood, and women who are associat ed with chivalry. These 
characters are frequently depicted as whores. Gertrude of Eastward 
Ho, Lady Would-be of Volpone, Dol Common of The Alchemist, the 
Welsh Gentlewoman of A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, Sir Bounteous 
Progress' mistress in A Mad World, My Masters all illustrate the harsh 
treatment of women in Jacobean comedy: not that the treatment of 
women is harsher than that of men, but rather that women are 
blamed by association with knights and romance. A study of these 
women illustrates well the attitude of the satirists towards contem-
porary knighthood and romance. 
A good case is Gertrude of Eastward Ho, a female Quixote, who 
loves chivalric romance and hopes to become a lady of romance by 
marrying a knight. Having inherited a hundred pounds from her 
grandmother, she easily attracts a bankrupt knight, Sir Petrone! 
Flash, who wants to take advantage of her ambition to climb the 
social ladder. While Sir Petronel could purchase his title, Gertrude, 
despite having more than the required forty pounds, cannot achieve 
the status reserved for a "knight," except through marriage. Gertrude 
becomes an easy prey. She tells her sister Mildred: "though my father 
be a low-capped tradesman, yet I must be a lady; and I praise God my 
mother must call me madam" (I.ii.4-6). She assumes that her future 
husband has a beautiful castle in the country (II.ii.250-55), which 
turns out to be invisible; and she even insists on going to the castle 
before her knight because she wants to "dress up thy castle afore thou 
comest" (IIl.ii.59-60). 
Gertrude is not without admirers and followers. Two observers, 
Mistress Fond and Mistress Gazer, who share Gertrude's love for 
things chivalric, reflect Gertrude's point of view when they speculate 
as to how Sir Petronel earned his knighthood: 
Fond. 0 she's [Gertrude's] married to a most fine castle 
i' th' country, they say. 
Gazer. But there are no giants in the castle, are there? 
Fond. 0 no, they say her knight killed 'em all, there-
fore he was knighted. (IIl.ii.22-26) 
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Obviously Sir Petronel, unlike Arthur, has killed no Orgoglio. He has 
bought his title and is wanted by the creditors. Like Fond and Gazer, 
Gertrude lives in a world of wish fulfillment and romantic dreams. 
She sees herself as a romance heroine, whose knight will protect her 
and fulfill all her dreams. 
When she returns from her bootless quest of Sir Petronel's castle, 
Gertrude is, of course, very disappointed, and turns to her friend 
Sindefy for a word of hope: "Would the knight o' the Sun, or Palmerin 
of England, have used their ladies so, Sin? Or Sir Lancelot, or Sir 
Tristram?" (V.i.32-34). Obviously not. She is altogether disappointed in 
contemporary chivalry: 
They [knights of old] rid a-horseback; ours go afoot. 
They were attended by their squires; ours by their 
lackeys. They went buckled in their armour; ours 
muffled in their cloaks. They travelled wilderness 
and deserts; ours dare scarce walk the streets. They 
were still prest to engage their honous; ours still 
ready to pawn their clothes. They would gallop on 
at sight of monster; ours run away at sight of a 
sergeant. They would help poor ladies; ours 
make poor ladies. (V.i.37-4 7) 
Gertrude, seduced by chivalric romance, regrets that her knight has 
not lived up to her expectations. 
A point often emphasized in the city comedies is that great ladies, 
such as Gertrude and Lady Would-be, cannot distinguish a lady from 
a courtesan. In Eastward Ho, Quicksilver suggests that his own 
whore, Sindefy, pass for a gentlewoman so that she can work for 
Gertrude (II.ii.192-98). Unsuspectingly, Gertrude welcomes the whore 
into her retinue. Similarly, Lady Would-be of Volpone enjoys reading 
Castiglione's The Courtier and the Italian poets and goes to Venice in 
order to learn about fashion and manners from the local courtesans. 
When Sir Politic tells Peregrine about his Lady's intentions, Peregrine 
is surprised, and probably amused as well: 
Your lady 
Lies here, in Venice, for intelligence 
Of tires, and fashions, and behavior 
Among the courtesans? The fine Lady Wouldbe? (Il.i.26-29) 
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These plays often raise the expectations of romance by simulta-
neously using romance material and criticizing romance.5 Irony in the 
satiric comedies often depends on such expectations. The ladies in 
these plays are self-conscious of their kinship to their romance 
counterparts. As David M. Bergeron demonstrates in an essay, Lady 
Would-be is a thoroughly romantic figure. As she walks in the streets 
of Venice, preceded by the dwarf Nano, she resembles Una of The 
Faerie Queene. Dol Common in The Alchemist is associated with ladies 
of romance, as Subtle points out: "Royal Dol! I Spoken like Claridiana, 
and thyself' (I.i.174-75). Claridiana is the heroine of a very popular 
Spanish romance, The Mirror of Knighthood. Later Sir Epicure refers 
to her as "a Bradamante, a brave piece" (II.iii.225). Bradamante, 
model of Britomart in The Faerie Queene, is a female knight in 
Ariosto's Orlando Furioso. Mammon also thinks of Dol as a great lady 
of the houses of Valois or Medici (IV.i.55 ff.), and Dapper believes that 
she is the Queen of Fairy. She is, of course, no great lady. The language 
describing her sounds hollow, stressing the discrepancy between 
fiction and reality .. As these examples illustrate, Jonson is often quite 
direct in his criticism of chivalric romance and of women associated 
with knights. 
Though Middleton has few direct allusions to romance, the satire 
of women and chivalry is no less biting. For Middleton, women who 
keep the company of knights are invariably whores. In A Mad World, 
My Masters, "wand'ring knights" (V.ii.16) are in fact highwaymen, who 
roam the countryside to rob travellers and fools like Sir Bounteous 
Progress. The knight Sir Bounteous himself keeps a whore, whom his 
nephew Follywit mistakes for a virgin. Follywit falls in love with her 
and eventually marries her, to his uncle's dismay and amusement. 
Similarly, Hoord of A Trick to Catch the Old One mistakes the 
Curtizan for a virgin. 
Middleton's A Mad World and A Chaste Maid contain a parody of 
chivalric romance with its glorification of adultery. As we recall, 
Ascham and others castigate Malory and the romance writers for 
condoning the "foulest adulteries." In A Mad World, Richard Follywit 
falls in love instantly with Frank Gullman, his uncle's courtesan, 
thinking her a virgin, "a perfect maid" (IV.v.69). The romance parody 
of the Follywit-Courtesan-Sir Bounteous triangle is even more obvious 
if one considers that Sir Bounteous is a knight, and that he refers to 
his own whore in romantic terms as "Rosamond" (III.ii.22-23). As 
Standish Henning points out in his edition of the play, this allusion 
refers to "the romantic story of Rosamund Clifford, young mistress of 
old Henry II; she was forced to drink poison by Henry's queen" ( 45n). 
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A Chaste Maid in Cheapside also contains a similar parody. As 
Ascham would undoubtedly agree, bawdry could not be bolder than 
in this play. The knight Sir Walter Whorehound has worked out a 
bizarre arrangement with the Allwits whereby Allwit permits his wife 
to be a whore for Sir Walter. The knight pays for all expenses, begets 
and raises the children, and even becomes jealous of the husband. 
Allwit, on the other hand, is a happy husband, living "at ease," free of 
jealousy because "the knight I Hath took that labour all out of my 
hands" (I.ii.50-51). A similar arrangement is in the making in the 
Kixes' household. Touchwood Senior "takes care of' Lady Kix's 
presumed infertility while Sir Oliver Kix pays for Touchwood's 
expenses. In addition, Sir Walter also keeps another whore, the Welsh 
Gentlewoman, whom he eventually marries off to Tim Yellowhammer. 
In Middleton, as in Jonson, knights often attract promiscuous ladies. 
Women and chivalry do not fit well together in Jacobean city 
comedy. The satiric ladies attempt to create the illusion that they are 
great ladies of romance, whom some of them presumably admire. 
Their behavior is apparently modelled not on a Claridiana or a 
Britomart, but on Guinevere types as if seen through the critical eyes 
of a Roger Ascham. The ideals of chivalry and romance are subverted 
and polluted. The satiric comedies borrow the outward show and the 
glories of knights and ladies of chivalric romance; but like Harpalus of 
Erasmus' "The Ignoble Knight," the knights in the satiric plays believe 
that they can acquire nobility by putting on the attires of noble 
knights, and the ladies hope to enhance their social standing by 
associating themselves with knights. Middleton and Jonson, like the 
humanists, are suspicious of this association, which they see as a 
facade for lascivious behavior. In chivalric romance, women often 
enjoy great social freedom; marriage does not exclude the "protection" 
of a faithful knight, sworn to secrecy, in an amorous triangle. The 
humanists and satirists alike considered this freedom to be immoral; 
in chivalry they found a metaphor for the debasement of the highest 
ideals. To them chivalry remains a House of Pride, which, for all its 
outer beauty, rests on shifting sand. 
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NOTES 
1All quotations are from Eastward Ho, ed. R. W. Van Fossen (Manchester UP; 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1979). 
2For a discussion of medieval parodies of romance, see Kindrick; Sands, 
Introduction to "The Tournament of Tottenham," pp. 313-15; Jones; and Furrow. 
3Adams further discusses the subject in his The Better Part of Valor: More, 
Erasmus, Colet, and Vives, on Humanism, War, and Peace, 1496-1535; see also, 
Arthur B. Ferguson. 
4King James' indiscriminate dubbing of knights for a fee compounded such a 
low view of the state of knighthood in the early seventeenth century. As Lawrence 
Stone points out in The Crisis of the Aristocracy: 1558-1641, in the first four 
months of his reign, James dubbed 906 new knights, and by December 1604 no less 
than 1,161 (74). It should be pointed out, however, that various attempts with 
varying degrees of success were made to revive chivalry and knighthood during 
the Tudor period (see Ferguson). Other works on the revival and decline of 
chivalry include Richard Barber, The Knight and Chivalry (especially, 331-33); 
and Alison Lea Kirk, "The Place of Knighthood in English City Comedy from Every 
Man Out of His Humour to The Magnetic Lady." Similarly, in "Ben Jonson, Inigo 
Jones, and The Transformation of Tudor Chivalry," Norman Council traces "the 
decline of chivalry as an effective political and artistic model during the last years 
of the Tudor and early years of the Stuart Regime." 
5This is a point I have explored in greater detail in "Romance in The Satiric 
Comedies of Ben Jonson and Thomas Middleton 1603-1614," and in "Boundaries of 
Genre in Ben Jonson's Volpone and The Alchemist." 
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"THE STRANGEST TALE THAT EVER I HEARD": 
EMBELLISHED REPORT IN I HENRY IV 
Annette Drew-Bear* 
ABSTRACT. Falstaffs "strange tale" of killing Hotspur at the end of I Henry IV is 
one of a series of moments in the play where both the stage and the theatre 
audiences are confronted with differing versions of tales or reports. To a degree 
that has not been sufficiently recognized , self-conscious tale-telling animates the 
play. Falstaffs false report is part of a whole series of embellished reports which 
insistently call attention to questions about truth , lying, belief, and the nature of 
heroic language. Seeing Falstaffs final speech in relation to the larger pattern and 
process of conflicting narrated encounters which the stage audience and the 
theatre audience experience throughout the play helps us appreciate how these 
repeated conflicting reports engage us in the play's basic weighing and questioning 
of heroic truth and heroic narration. Understanding how this pattern works 
allows us to see how Shakespeare structures his play by consciously varying the 
report speech. 
Index Descriptors: rhetorical embellishment, rhetoric, varying report speeches, 
heroic verbal formulae, gilding, embellished narration, heroic truth, tale-telling, 
heroic language, heroic amplification, interwoven tales, heroic narration, narrative 
patterning, I Henry IV, Shakespeare. 
In one of the best known moments in I Henry IV, Falstaff delivers 
his report of killing Hotspur, inviting his audience to "believe" what 
Prince John terms "the strangest tale that ever I heard" (V.v.153): "If I 
may be believed, so" (147-48). Falstaffs "strange tale" is one of a series 
of moments in the play where both the stage and the theatre 
audiences are confronted with differing versions of tales or reports. 
To a degree that has not been sufficiently recognized, self-conscious 
tale-telling animates the play. Falstaffs false report is part of a whole 
series of embellished reports which insistently call attention to 
questions about truth, lying, belief, and the nature of heroic language. 
Seeing Falstaffs final speech in relation to the larger pattern and 
process of conflicting narrated encounters which the stage audience 
and the theatre audience experience throughout the play helps us 
appreciate how these repeated conflicting reports engage us in the 
play's basic weighing and questioning of heroic truth and heroic 
narration. Understanding how this pattern works allows us to see 
how Shakespeare structures his play by consciously varying the 
report speech. 
*Department of English, Washington and Jefferson College, Washington, PA 15301. 
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In Shakespeare and the Rhetoricians, Marion Trousdale has 
recently called attention to Shakespeare's use of this kind of 
patterning or structuring through varying, through repetition of 
words and larger scenic units. As Trousdale shows, such structuring 
grows out of a culture which values the rhetorical pursuit of 
amplification, of copia, which is close to an oral context that fosters 
formulaic repetition, and which conceives of a text as '"woven" out of 
varied patterns or formulae newly recombined and embroidered. 
Understanding this method of composing helps us see how Shake-
speare uses repeated verbal and structural patterns to unify episodic 
events, to create cohesion out of the disparate strands of historical 
event, and to interweave his material into a uniquely varied and 
gilded tapestry (54-55, 70, 39-64). 1 
Like the other reported events in the play, Falstaffs account asks 
a listener to judge and pronounce on the truth of an embellished 
report. Specifically, Falstaffs speech raises issues of truth, lying ("how 
this world is given to lying!"), and belief ("If I may be believed, so") by 
amplified, embellished heroic rhetoric. The heroic formula, "I grant 
you I was down, and out of breath, and so was he, but we rose both at 
an instant, and fought a long hour by Shrewsbury clock" (V.v.145-47), 
appears first in I.i. and I.iii. in the mouths of Westmoreland and 
Hotspur. In the first scene of the play, Westmoreland introduces the 
"sad and bloody hour" motif in relating to the King how "gallant 
Hotspur" and "brave" Douglas "At Holmedon met, where they did 
spend I A sad and bloody hour" (55-56). This first scene engages us at 
once in the rhetoric of conflicting report. In the space of forty-two 
lines, we are confronted with three different accounts of events, 
enforced by the four-times repeated "news." Westmoreland's report of 
the "heavy news" (37) of "the noble Mortimer ['s]" capture and the 
desecration of his men is followed by his account of the "more uneven 
and unwelcome news" (50) about the uncertain fight between 
Hotspur and Douglas; both of these reports are then countered by the 
King's "smooth and welcome news" (66) of Douglas' discomfiture and 
of Hotspur's "gallant prize." These divergent reports, which alternate 
"shameless transformation" with "honourable spoil," set up a pattern 
of conflicting reports which Shakespeare uses throughout the play to 
set one version of "truth" against another. These reports provide 
varying responses to the King's central question in this scene, "is not 
this [Hotspur's prisoners] an honourable spoil? I A gallant prize?" 
(7 4-75). The uncertainty of the reports creates an uncertainty about 
how to interpret heroic fighting and raises the question of whether 
butchering men in battle and capturing enemies is honorable and 
EMBELLISHED REPORT 335 
gallant. These alternating accounts also call attention to the issue of 
reporting itself, to how an event is seen by the beholder, and alert us 
to the process of tale-telling. 
The conflicting reports in I.iii. build this pattern of varied report 
speeches about honorable spoil and complicate the audience's 
experience of heroic truth and falsehood. Hotspur's "I did deny no 
prisoners" flatly contradicts the messenger's "report" of the event. His 
winning account of the popinjay messenger is a calculated twisting of 
the truth, a twisting of circumstances, which draws both Blunt and 
often the theatre audience into exonerating the action, into blurring 
truth and falsehood. As was the case with Barry Kraft's Hotspur in 
the 1981 Ashland production and with Dan Southern's Hotspur in 
Pittsburgh's Three Rivers Shakespeare Festival in 1983, the theatre 
audience is often captivated by Hotspur's animated tale-telling. Like 
Blunt, we are moved to accept Hotspur's embellished version rather 
than the King's cold, calculating response. 
Hotspur's rebuttal of the messenger's report provides one of many 
amplified instances of "gilding," of embellished narrations which 
qualify, alter, or distort the "truth" to suit the teller's purpose. On the 
verbal level, Shakespeare's varying of this central issue of "telling 
truth" appears in the forty-seven repetitions of the words "true," 
"truth ," "troth," and "truly" (Oxford Shakespeare Concordances 
307-09). Rhetoric, the subject that traditionally dealt with truth and 
with the province of belief, has much to say about the process of self-
conscious tale-telling we repeatedly experience in the play. Rhetoric, 
which fostered amplification as an ideal of eloquence, also valued 
gilding. In rhetorical terms, Hotspur's speech is a narratio or 
pragmatographia, a description of an event, a type of speech 
peculiarly subject to embellishment or gilding, as rhetoricians from 
Cicero and Quintilian to Erasmus point out. In discussing narration 
and description, rhetoricians stressed embellishing, embroidering, 
amplifying, even inventing what could have happened. Discussions of 
narration from Quintilian to Cicero, Erasmus, Puttenham, and Wilson 
reflect a bias for invention over bare truth. In treating the narration 
of facts (the second part of an oration) , Quintilian observes that it is 
sometimes false but that "if possible, it should be connected with 
something that is admittedly true" and that the narration should "not 
[be] beyond belief' (IV.ii.89). Quintilian acknowledges that "the 
peculiar task of the orator arises when the minds of the judges 
require force to move them, and their thoughts have actually to be led 
away from the contemplation of the truth" (VI.ii.5). 
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Both poets and historians, Erasmus tells us in his De Copia, 
mingle truth and fabrication in their descriptions: 
And in a description we do not include only what has 
preceded, what was contemporary with, and what followed 
an event, but likewise point out what did not happen or 
what could have happened if this or that had happened, 
or what can happen. ( 49) 
As Puttenham remarks, describing things that are not true asks "more 
cunning to do it, because to faine a thing that neuer was nor is like to 
be, proceedeth of a greater wit and sharper inuention than to 
describe things that be true" (199). Although these remarks include 
totally fabricated descriptions, they also apply to amplifying real 
situations. In such a context, gilding, telling a strange tale, is valued 
more than a plain, pallid tale. As a translator of Quintilian remarks 
about Quintilian's use of the term "color" for "gloss," "color is a 
technical term for 'the particular aspect given to a case by the skilful 
manipulation of the facts-the "gloss" or ''varnish" put on them by the 
accused or accuser" (II: 98). Such glossing or varnishing is repeatedly 
made the focus of our attention in Shakespeare's play. 
Hotspur's speech is the first of several instances where bald truth 
is set against the appeal of embellished invention. Hotspur deflects 
the charge that he denied the King's prisoners by inventing a lively 
account of the messenger, which he amplifies with the figure mimesis 
or counterfeit representation of voice and gesture. In The Garden of 
Eloquence ( 1593), Henry Peacham tells us why such figures of 
description work. By a lively rendering of circumstances such as 
countenance, apparel, speech, pronunciation, and gesture, the orator 
creates "a likely shew of life" (134). Hotspur mimics the messenger 
with disdainful similes (diasyrmus), satirical sounds (like "pester'd 
with a popinjay" and repeated s's) , embroidering the manner, not the 
substance of the account by embellishing the "many holiday and lady 
terms." Later in this scene Worcester calls attention to Hotspur's 
tendency to "apprehend a world of figures" (rhetorical figures) "But 
not the form of what he should attend" (207-08). He is carried away 
by his rhetorical invention, by "Imagination of some great exploit" 
( 197), and he neglects the matter, whether it be listening to his 
Uncle's plot or pausing to read the letters the messenger brings him 
before the battle in V.ii. Peacham's description of the figure mimesis, 
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which reads like a stage direction, suggests why Hotspur's first speech 
wins the audience by its artful invention and elaboration. By the 
figure mimesis, 
we counterfeit not only what one sayd, but also utter-
aunce and gesture, immitating euery thing as it was ... 
cutting it shorte, or drawing it out a long, with 
stammering, with loude or loe voyce, lisping, nodding 
the head, wincking, frowning, smiling. (Garden of 
Eloquence 1577: DiiW) 
As happens with Falstaffs final tale, Hotspur's lively account 
splits the stage audience (Blunt/ the King). Like Blunt, the theatre 
audience usually responds to Hotspur's report, despite the King's bald 
disclaimer, "Why, yet he doth deny his prisoners" (76). The King's 
imperviousness to Hotspur's rhetoric and his insistence on the return 
of the prisoners provide the hardnosed, politician's response to heroic 
gilding. Shakespeare juxtaposes Hotspur's gilded lie to the King's plain 
tale and asks us to judge both versions. 
Hotspur's second speech in I.iii., his attempt "to prove that true" 
which the King considers a lie ("Thou dost belie [Mortimer], Percy, 
thou dost belie him") also raises questions about heroic truth, 
falsehood , and belief, and the nature of heroic language. Hotspur's 
report, which anticipates Falstaffs parody in its bloody hour motif 
and its stress on rewarding valor, provides the serious version of 
heroic truth and heroic amplification which the play lays open to 
question: 
to prove that true 
Needs no more but one tongue for all those wounds, 
Those mouthed wounds, which valiantly he took, 
When on the gentle Severn's sedgy bank, 
In single opposition hand to hand, 
He did confound the best part of an hour 
In changing hardiment with great Glendower. 
Three times they breath'd, and three times did they drink 
Upon agreement of swift Severn's flood, 
Who then affrighted with their bloody looks 
Ran fearfully among the trembling reeds, 
And hid his crisp head in the hollow bank, 
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Bloodstained with these valiant combatants. 
Never did bare and rotten policy 
Colour her working with such deadly wounds. 
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Hotspur's speech is a pragmatographia, a description of an event, 
which Peacham tells us "helpeth much to amplifie" and "to moue 
pittie" (1593: 140). Hotspur gilds his report by artfully repeating 
heroic formulae: "valiantly'' and "valiant," "Three times they breath'd, 
and three times did they drink," "all those wounds, I Those mouthed 
wounds," "such deadly wounds."2 Falstaffs later variation of this battle 
description repeats the heroic formulae of the valorous hand-to-hand 
combat, the long hour's fight , the out-of-breath fighters, and the 
deadly wound. These repetitions provide an artfully varied mocking 
echo of Hotspur's heroic rhetoric: 
I grant you I was down, and out of breath, and 
so was he, but we rose both at an inst ant, and 
fought a long hour by Shrewsbury clock If I 
may be believed, so: if not, let them that should 
reward valour bear the sin upon their own heads. 
I'll take it upon my death, I gave him this 
wound in the thigh. (V.v.145-51) 
Falstaffs report provides the most extreme instance in the play where 
what we hear contradicts what we have seen. Like his embellished 
account of the Gadshill exploit, Falstaffs final report makes us 
question heroic narration and heroic gilding. 
In his report to the King in I.iii. , Hotspur directly denies this 
process of gilding, of using colors or varnished facts to serve 
calculated political ambition : 
Never did bare and rotten policy 
Colour her working with such deadly wounds. (107-08) 
But Hotspur does embellish the exploit, making the river Severn itself 
feel the magnitude of the conflict, evoking a lively image of the 
encounter which moves us as rhetoricians claim such "lively" 
description should do and involves us in the heroic tale-telling. The 
King's bald denial, "He never did encounter with Glendower" (113), 
dramatizes how political expediency, what Hotspur terms "bare and 
rotten policy," turns heroic "truth" into falsehood. The rest of the 
scene reveals the royal lie, the King's false claim to the crown, and 
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stresses how political concerns do indeed color belief in truth and 
falsehood. Through these disputed reports, Shakespeare engages us in 
conflicting versions of reality-Hotspur's chivalric rhetorical extreme 
of inflated heroic truth, and the King's political cunning which 
illustrates how political expediency refuses "belief' in unwelcome 
news. This instance of moral blindness has later analogues when 
Worcester refuses to believe and to deliver a report that contradicts 
his political goals. 
The analogous conflicting accounts of the rebels, mouthed by 
Hotspur and Worcester and the King in IV.iii. and V.i., lead into 
Worcester's pivotal response, his refusal to believe the King's offer and 
his lying report. Here we see the effects of false tales. Worcester's false 
report is the culminating instance of other questionable reports and 
demonstrates what follows when political self-interest perverts truth 
into falsehood. In the last scene, the King asserts that "many a 
creature" "Had been alive this hour, I If like a Christian thou hadst 
truly borne I Betwixt our armies true intelligence" (V.v.7-10). 
Hotspur's refusal in IV.i. to credit Vernon's praise of ''young Harry 
with his beaver on" (104), "gallantly arm'd" (105), shows us another 
denial of unwelcome news: "No more, no more! Worse than the sun in 
March, I This praise doth nourish agues" (111-12). The parallel scene 
in V.ii. where Hotspur rejects Vernon's account of Hal's noble 
deportment furnishes another instance of unwilling belief in an 
unwelcome truth. These recurring scenes where characters refuse to 
believe a truth that is politically unwelcome provide varying instances 
of self-serving blindness. In these repeated scenes which show 
characters refusing to believe a truth that is politically unwelcome, 
Shakespeare uses what might be called a cumulative or paradigmatic 
structure to create meaning. He repeats verbal and structural 
patterns which make meaning out of episodic events.3 
In III.i. we watch another instance where a character refuses to 
believe a report which does not suit his world view. Here we see ego 
rampant, a tale-teller so caught up in his self-image and in his version 
of events (his own birth or creation) that he cannot brook any other 
version of the great event. Hotspur's willful disbelief in Glendower's 
inflated account of his birth is a comic variant of the King's rejection 
of the unwelcome political facts about Mortimer and Worcester's 
rejection of the King's offer of pardon. Hotspur's comic undercutting 
of Glendower's pompous ramblings emphatically raises the issue 
which the audience is asked to consider: Is Glendower a pompous 
braggart or does he possess miraculous powers like the ability to 
command aery musicians? Hotspur's repeated "tell truth, and shame 
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the devil" verbally links up with the other scenes which insistently 
question the form and substance of "truth" in heroic narration. 
The other comic variants on truth-telling amplify this key issue. 
The comic scene between Hotspur and his wife in II.iii. turns on true 
tale-telling ("tell me all things true," Kate says) , and the tavern scenes 
with Prince Hal and Falstaff are built on self-conscious tale-telling, on 
consciously colored reports to create an effect. Poins directs our 
attention to the rhetorical pay-off when he announces to Hal that 
"The virtue" of the 'jest," the proposed Gadshill exploit, "will be the 
incomprehensible [unlimited] lies that this same fat rogue will tell us 
when we meet at supper . . . ; and in the reproof of this lives the jest" 
(I.ii.180-82, 184-85). In the first lines he speaks, Hal berates Falstaff 
for having "forgotten to demand that truly which thou wouldst truly 
know" (I.ii.4-5). These lines introduce Hal as debunker, as cutting 
through conventions, like Falstaffs artificial demand for the time of 
day. The more profound question in this scene, whether "the true 
prince may (for recreation sake) prove a false thief' is part of the 
play's process of examining truth, falsehood, and belief in questionable 
reports through repeated words ("true") and tales. Falstaff touches 
on the key issues of truth, falsehood , and belief in his urging on of 
Poins to persuade Hal to rob: "that what thou speakest may move, 
and what he hears may be believed, that the true prince may (for 
recreation sake) prove a false thief' (148-51). Poins' proof casts the 
Prince as reprover of "incomprehensible lies" about how many Falstaff 
"fought with" (his heroic exploits): "and in the reproof of this lives the 
jest" (184-85). Hal's reproof of Falstaff is a variant of his reproof of the 
slanders against himself in the political plot. The analogous scene in 
the political plot is III.ii. which sets Hal's actions up as stemming from 
"reproof' of false tales: 
Yet such extenuation let me beg 
As, in reproof of many tales devis'd, 
Which oft the ear of greatness needs must hear, 
By smiling pickthanks, and base newsmongers, 
I may for some things true, wherein my youth 
Hath faulty wander'd and irregular, 
Find pardon on my true submission. (22-28) 
In rhetorical terms, Hal plays the role of refuter whose refutatio 
counters absolute judgments. As creator of refutatio, Hal adopts a 
basic rhetorical exercise in support of the truth or falsity of an 
allegation of fact. As Quintilian observes of this basic rhetorical 
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process of refutatio, "This may be done not merely in connexion with 
fiction and stories transmitted by the poets, but with the actual 
records of history as well" (II.iv.18). Both the scenes with Falstaff and 
with t he King portray Hal as defier of expectations. Like Falstaff, the 
King, and other characters in the play, Hal also juggles with truth. His 
soliloquy in I.ii. calls attention to his cultivation of two opposed views 
of his actions. Hal generates more than one version of the truth and 
his exploits are at the center of this pattern of conflicting reports. 
Modern readers and audiences often find the Prince's juggling less 
sympathetic than perhaps Shakespeare's audience did. 
The series of interwoven tales in II.iv. amplifies or varies these 
issues of truth, lying, and belief-Hal's irreverent account of Hotspur's 
exploits, Falstaffs report of his fighting, the Prince's "plain tale," 
Falstaffs response, and the two versions of Hal's conference with the 
King and of Falstaffs character. Again, our interest is focused here on 
the tale-telling, on how the tale is told, not on whether it is absolutely 
"true." Hal's mocking numerical exaggeration of opponents epitomizes 
the aggrandizement inherent in heroic reporting and suggests that in 
Falstaffs phrase, "it is worth the listening to" (206) because of its 
exaggeration, its larger than life "truth" which appeals to our sense of . 
a well-told tale. Falstaffs amplification consists both "of words" and 
"of things," the two categories Peacham mentions in his discussion of 
amplification in The Garden of Eloquence (1593). Peacham's definition 
of the process calls attention to the equation between enlarging and 
making more persuasive, more believable, which underlies Falstaffs 
use of language: 
Amplification is a certaine affirmation very 
great and weighty, which by large and plentifull 
speech moueth the min des of the hearers, and 
causeth them to beleeue that which is said. ( 120) 
Falstaffs telling of it is likened to a fight in which the fighter must 
"breathe awhile, and then to it again" (245). His question, "Is not the 
truth the truth?" (224-25) raises the issue of how "true" heroic 
narration need be and provides the comic version of the political 
gilding (like Hotspur's popinjay speech) that occurs in the main plot. 
Once again we have two versions of an event, Falstaffs embroidered 
elaboration and Hal's "plain tale," and a conclusion that shows "truth" 
and "belief' to be subject to circumstantial twisting and to a reality 
that transcends pure fact. Once again Shakespeare sets up a situation 
which asks the audience to respond to the appeal of an embellished 
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tale as against the "truth" of plain fact. Falstaffs refusal to accept 
Hal's plain tale, like his dispute with Hal in III.iii. about the "truth" of 
their conflicting pocket-picking tales, is a comic variant of the King's, 
Worcester's, and Hotspur's refusal to accept truths that contradict 
their own versions of events. 
III.iii. provides a comic variation of disputed tale-telling when the 
Hostess, Falstaff, and the Prince bandy the word "truth," which is 
repeated four times within forty-three lines, each speaker out-doing 
the former in the "no more truth in thee than ... " formula. The 
episode is also a comic variant of disputed unpaid debts-the actual 
bills in Falstaff s pocket versus his claim that Hal owes him a 
thousand pounds-and of stealing, pocket-picking, which is treated 
seriously elsewhere in the play with the rebels first aiding the King in 
stealing the crown and then trying to steal it back, and with Hal's 
serious questioning of debts to King and country. The pocket-picking 
incident is linked to the Gadshill robbery and the killing of Hotspur in 
that we first witness the event and then listen to Falstaffs fabricated 
account of the event which contradicts what we have seen. All three 
episodes play with the word and the issue of "belief." Falstaffs 
Shrewsbury remark, "If I may be believed, so" (V.iv.147-48), echoes his 
pocket-picking preface to Hal, "Wilt thou believe me, Hal" (IIl.iii.99), 
which picks up Peto's confession to Hal about the cause for Falstaffs 
hacked sword at Gadshill: "he hacked it with his dagger, and said he 
would swear truth out of England but he would make you believe it 
was done in fight, and persuaded us to do the like" (II.iv.301-04). The 
repeated words, "truth," "belief," "lie," "tale," and "tell" function as 
formulaic verbal repetition to link these repeated tale-telling se-
quences. 
The play-within-the-play epitomizes the recurring process of 
presenting two versions of an event and asking the listeners to 'judge" 
the reports. As Falstaff says to those on stage as well as to the theatre 
audience, "Judge, my masters" (II.iv.433). The play acts out the 
"question to be asked," the central question of the Prince's choice, by 
presenting conflicting versions of the Prince's interview with the King 
and opposed reports of Falstaff. Again our focus is not on the truth of 
the tales but on how the tales are embellished and amplified. As the 
response of many audiences testifies, Shakespeare puts us in the 
position of siding with Falstaff. The scene asks us to side with 
Falstaffs "play impulse," his desire to "Play out the play" and 
embroider reality rather than to accept the bare truth of the charge 
that he is a "misleader of youth." Falstaffs tales are "misleading" in 
that they embellish reality, yet the scene leaves us wishing for more 
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such deception, more such "play." To borrow Richard Lanham's terms 
from his The Motives of Eloquence, the scene sets the "stable, serious 
self' against the "dynamic, role-playing self' and asks us to champion 
the "rhetorical self' and world view over the "serious" side ( 1-9).4 
Prince Hal rejects Falstaffs version in II.iv. but he graces Falstaffs 
final "strange tale." Hal's promise to "gild" Falstaffs strange tale ''with 
the happiest terms I have" shows that he is willing to countenance 
Falstaffs imaginative "lie." Hal corroborates what the testimony of 
critics from Maurice Morgann on has shown, that a bald "plain tale" 
will not always "put down" a lively invented one. On one level, 
Shakespeare's willingness to have Hal gild "the strangest tale that ever 
I heard" is his way of giving credit to and of playing with the nature of 
heroic narration which is, at root, embellishment. Hal's final choice 
also shows he can transcend the unsympathetic role of refuter of idle 
reports, of rejector of all but serious plain tales, and that he can 
master Falstaffs rhetoric of embellishment. Hal's decision grows out 
of a rhetorical context which values the ability to entertain conflicting 
points of view. As Hardin Craig remarks, 
In such circumstances truth becomes, not a fixed proposi-
tion, but a shifting, elusive, debatable thing to be deter-
mined by dialectical acumen . . . . It follows also that 
every question has two sides, and that the acutest minds 
would habitually see both sides. Now, drama itself ... is 
debate, and the issues it loves to treat are debatable 
issues. Shakespeare, the acutest of Renaissance thinkers, 
has a boasted breadth of mind, an ability to see both 
sides of a question, and a sympathy with all sorts and 
conditions of men. ( 157) 
This process is close to what Norman Rabkin in Shakespeare and the 
Common Understanding has termed "complementarity" (22-28) and 
to what James Driscoll calls "metastance," the ability to see issues 
from different perspectives and to assume or explore a stance 
without a dogmatic commitment to it (168). As we have seen, 
Shakespeare's method of composing by interweaving variations of 
embellished report reveals his conscious attempt to present alter-
native points of view and alternative versions of reality. Such a 
method of composition, which grows out of a rhetorical and oral 
culture that fosters the variation of formulaic verbal and structural 
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repetitions, values "gilding," amplifying, embellishing as an aesthetic 
ideal. Shakespeare's recurring narrative patterning of varying reports 
is at the heart of the play's ability to engage us in weighing and 
questioning heroic truth and heroic narration and to evoke our 
sympathy for its varied storytellers. 
NOTES 
1Trousdale limits her extended analysis of varying mainly to Richard II, 
Hamlet, and Measure for Measure, focusing on smaller repeated formulaic 
patterns as well as on Shakespeare's conscious elaboration of "alternative points 
of view" (73). Although my own analysis focuses more on the embellishment of a 
particular kind of repeated segment, the report speech, and on related repeated 
verbal formulae, Trousdale's rich discussion of Shakespeare's composing process 
applies as well to the kind of repetition that I have noticed in I Henry IV and it 
helps explain why such repetitions and embellishments occur in the Renaissance 
rhetorical culture and how they function . 
21n the 1983 Three Rivers Shakespeare Festival production in Pittsburgh, Dan 
Southern, imitating Laurence Olivier, stammered on Hotspur's open "w" sounds, 
emphasizing the repetitions and adding poignancy to Hotspur's final uncompleted 
"food for w-." 
30n cumulative structure, see Trousdale, "Shakespeare's Oral Text," 111. On 
paradigmatic structure, see Peradotto, "Odyssey 8.564-71: Verisimilitude, Narrative 
Analysis, and Bricolage," 803-32, and "Oedipus and Erichthonius: Some Observa-
tions on Paradigmatic and Syntagmatic Order," 85-98. According to Peradotto, 
"the essence of the paradigm is association by any sensed similarity" ("Oedipus 
and Erichthonius," 87). 
4Lanham does not apply these terms to I Henry IV. 
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JONSON'S "SONS" AND THE POETRY OF POWER 
Robert C. Evans* 
ABSTRACT. Like many of Ben Jonson's own poems, the works of his elegists 
embody twin impulses-the need to present a positive image of the author, and an 
awareness that that image was potentially vulnerable to a t tack. And like the 
works they praise, the elegies seem responsive to the twin pressures of literary 
compet ition and of concern with social status. Their authors promote Jonson's 
achievement not only as a writer but as a writer worthy to be read by a certain 
class of readers. And they thereby affirm and advertise their own membership in 
that class. From one perspective the memorial volume Jonsonus Virbius seems 
indeed, as it is usually depicted, a culminating testimony to the success of Jonson's 
career. Just as important, however, it helps remind us once more why he could 
never take that success for granted. It implicitly suggests the tensions and 
insecurities inherent in the image he had fashioned for himself. The book 
represents not so much the end of his struggle for social validation as a 
continuation of it. Much more than has been recognized, Jonsonus Virbius is an 
embattled, contentious book; it continues Jonson's own enterprise of self-assertion 
and self-defense. 
Index Descriptors: Ben Jonson, biography; Jonsonus Virbius; patronage; "the 
Sons of Ben"; John Taylor, the "Water Poet." 
Ben Jonson's relations with his "sons"-with the so-called "Tribe 
of Ben" composed of young London gentlemen and amateur poets-is 
easy to romanticize. His connections with them seem far more 
immediately attractive and uncomplicated than his relations with 
aristocratic patrons and with such rivals for aristocratic patronage as 
Inigo Jones. Issues of power impinge upon these latter relations in 
messy and sometimes unpleasant ways: they raise uncomfortable 
questions about possible flattery, possible envy, self-promotion, self-
deceit, social ambiguity, and poetic equivocation. Jonson's connections 
with his "sons," on the other hand, can seem satisfyingly simple and 
straightforward. Between the old poet and his young admirers there 
seems to have existed mutual regard and mutual frankness; their 
convivial relations seem somehow separate from and in contrast with 
the world of courtly ambition and competitive intrigue so often 
*Department of English and Foreign Languages, Auburn University, Montgomery, 
AL 36193-0401. 
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satirized in the poems, plays, and masques. His relations with his 
"sons" seem to have grown out of and to have helped define an ideal 
of trust, honesty, and calm self-assurance. 
And yet no department of Jonson's life or element of his art could 
be entirely free of the pressures, insecurity, and necessary concern 
with power dictated by his role as a poet dependent on patronage. In 
fact, it can be argued that throughout his long and unusual.ly 
successful career, Jonson was always uncertain about the security of 
his social status and poetic reputation. Realizing how much he 
depended upon the socially powerful for psychological validation, 
legal protection, and financial support, he realized as well how 
unstable such dependency could prove, how easily his hard-won 
eminence might collapse. Nor was the unreliability of patrons his only 
reason for concern: serious problems were also posed by the rivalry of 
various competitors and by the machinations of those who were, for 
differing reasons, unfriendly towards him. Indeed, evidence suggests 
that even at the height of his career, in the last decade of the 
Jacobean reign, Jonson's sense of security was not untroubled. Since 
his success was in many ways unprecedented, he had few reasons to 
assume that it would be long-lasting or stable and many reasons to 
anticipate just the opposite. 1 
Jonson's relations with his "sons" no doubt provided some sense 
of alternative to the competitive pressures and insecurities of his 
public role: in dealing with them he could probably feel far more 
relaxed and at ease than he ever could when dealing with his 
superiors and peers. But to say this is to suggest only one of many 
ways in which his relations with them were in fact psychologically 
colored by the demands of his larger role. In his poems to his "sons," 
for instance, Jonson inevitably addressed not only the poems' recip-
ients but a wider audience as well-an audience whose most impor-
tant members consisted of patrons and potential patrons, of rivals 
present and prospective. Jonson could not help but be aware of this, 
and however "sincere" his attitude towards a given recipient might be, 
the self-consciousness fostered by his social role meant that the poem 
would function in ways other than the merely personal: it would 
involve, often very subtly, the self-advertisement, self-defense, and 
self-promotion of the poet. Thus, even those works that Jonson might 
be assumed to have written free from the constraints, pressures, and 
concerns of power could not help but be affected by them. 
Interestingly enough, the same might be said of many of the 
poems addressed by his "sons" to Jonson himself. Since the "sons" 
were also inevitably participants in the larger patronage system that 
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defined the social structure of Tudor-Stuart England, their own 
writings could be expected to reflect some of the same tensions and 
tendencies as Jonson's. Moreover, their poems on Jonson often seem 
colored by an awareness not only of his peculiar status in the literary 
and social hierarchy of his day but also of the various threats and 
challenges to that status. The performances of Jonson's "sons" often 
seem as self-conscious and calcµlated as his own. 
The poems written about Jonson after his death in 1637 provide 
a good case in point. Even after he died in August of that year, Jonson 
remained a controversial figure. Despite the fact that his funeral was 
attended by "all of the greatest part of the nobilitie and gentry then in 
town," and despite the fact that he was buried in Westminster Abbey, 
the attacks and criticism that had agitated him throughout his life, 
and that had intensified during its final decade, apparently contin-
ued.2 Like some of the aristocrats he himself had earlier lauded, 
Jonson did not escape defamation after death. The elegists who 
praised him half a year later in the pages of Jonsonus Virbius 
expressed confidence that his fame would prove eternal; nevertheless, 
they felt the need to devote a surprising number of lines to defending 
him against detractors past and present. It seems an overstatement 
for Jonson's modern editors to claim that "the passing of Ben was, for 
the entire English world of letters, the passing of its king."3 In the 
period immediately following his death at any rate, Jonson's repu-
tation seems to have been far from entirely assured. Jonsonus Virbius 
seems to have been less strictly a celebration of the old writer's 
greatness than an attempt to assert it in the face of opposition. The 
promotion of the poet, which had colored Jonson's career from its 
beginning and had greatly inflllenced his relations with patrons and 
rivals, continued even after his death. 
Like many of his own poems, the works of Jonson's elegists 
embody twin impulses-the need to present a posit ive image of the 
poet, and an awareness that that image was potentially vulnerable to 
attack And like the works they praise, the elegies seem responsive to 
the twin pressures of literary competition and of concern with social 
status. They promote Jonson's achievement not only as a writer but as 
a writer worthy to be read by a certain class of readers. And they 
thereby affirm, advertise (and, in at least one case, lay claim to) their 
authors' own membership in that class. From one perspective the 
volume seems indeed, as it is usually depicted, a culminating testimony 
to the success of Jonson's career. Just as important, however, it helps 
remind us once more why he could never really take that success for 
granted. Presenting Jonson to the world precisely as he would have 
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wanted to be presented, the volume also implicitly suggests the 
tensions and insecurities inherent in the image he had fashioned for 
himself. The book represents not so much the end of his struggle for 
social validation as a continuation of it. The affectionate portrait it 
offers of the dead poet is colored by its contributors' awareness that 
many did not share their view. 
The first writer to come to Jonson's defense did not belong to the 
group of aristocrats, courtly satellites, serious literati, and university 
wits who contributed to Jonsonus Virbius-although John Taylor's 
poem seems to have been written partly with the hope of making an 
impression on such people. Addressed to "The Right Honovrable, 
Worshipfvll and Others, that are understanding Readers and Impar-
tiall Censurers," the Water-Poet's "Funerall Elegie" was published a 
number of months before the appearance of Jonsonus Virbius. 4 It 
laments not only Jonson's death but the fact that no one else had as 
yet seen fit to commemorate his passing. Like much of Jonson's own 
epideictic poetry, the elegy calls implicit attention to the homage it 
performs, and part of its function seems to have been to associate 
"the Scullor" (as Jonson once called him) with the more respectable 
poet he praised. Indeed, many of the elegies on Jonson betray an 
awareness of the ambiguity of tribute-the fact that in honoring 
someone, perhaps especially when that person is no longer a living 
subject for obviously self-interested flattery, one also presents an 
appealing image of oneself to the world. Many of the young contrib-
utors to Jonsonus Virbius no doubt shared with Taylor the motive of 
thus advertising themselves, of presenting attractive self-images even 
as they sought to exalt and defend the image of Jonson. They disclaim 
this motive often enough to lend it further credibility, and no matter 
what their conscious intents, self-advertisement is an inevitable result 
of their praise. 
Various parts of Taylor's "Elegie" suggest that it may have been 
fashioned partly with an eye towards appealing to the "nobilitie and 
gentry" who attended Jonson's funeral. In the prefatory verses, for 
instance, Taylor announces that he speaks to "You that are men of 
worth ," 
Not to the partial and prejudicate: 
Nor to the ribble rabble sencelesse crue, 
The Hydra monster inconsiderate, 
Who scarce know P from G, or blacke from blew, 
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I neither doe respect, their love or hate, 
For him deceas'd, and for your loves I pend it, 
And to your good protections I commend it. 
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(11. 17-24) 
These lines leave unclear whether the criticism Taylor anticipated 
would be motivated more by dislike for his poem or for its subject; 
perhaps the ambiguity is deliberate, as if he meant to suggest that the 
same ignorants who once attacked Jonson's verse would now attack 
his. This would have the effect, again, of elevating Taylor's social 
importance: he and Jonson would seem to share the same enemies 
and thus the same values and (ideally) the same friends. 
Although Taylor begins by claiming that Jonson was "beloved" 
(1. 8), much of his poem refutes attacks that had been-and apparently 
were still being-leveled against the poet. Many of the issues he 
confronts appear again in Jonsonus Virbius itself. Taylor mentions 
the "mischievous detraction" aimed at Jonson's plays (1. 86), referring 
not only to the "dotages" but to works from the beginning and middle 
of his career. Repeatedly he is forced to qualify his statements about 
the approval Jonson won; at one point he refers explicitly to the 
attacks of rival wits and writers (11. 60-68). But he also makes clear 
that even after Jonson's death, his antagonists did not confine 
themselves to satire on his works alone. "A lying rumour up and down 
doth run," says Taylor, 
Reporting that he was a Bricklayers Sonne, 
Which if 'twere true was no disgrace or scorne, 
For famous Virgil in a ditch was borne, 
And many men of meane obscure degree, 
Have risen to the height of Soveraignty. (11. 115-20) 
Although this may have been intended partly to reflect on 
Taylor's own circumstances, it more importantly suggests just how 
significant Jonson's enemies thought his low social origins could be in 
tarnishing his public reputation, even after his death and even after a 
lifetime of accomplishment. Despite his claims that such a background 
was nothing to be ashamed of, Taylor does his best to redeem 
Jonson's status. He reports that the poet's father was "A reverend 
Preacher" who provided carefully for his son's education, even sending 
him "up to the university" to pursue his studies. Only after Jonson's 
father died, when Ben at 1 7 was already on the verge of manhood, did 
his mother marry the bricklayer. Like most people this second 
husband held "Learning in a beggerly esteeme," and put Jonson to 
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work at his own trade. But by then Jonson's character had presumably 
been firmly shaped by his father's gentlemanly influence and by his 
extensive schooling, and the rest is history (11. 121-84). 
Taylor's tale contradicts not only modern biographers but 
Jonson's own statements to Drummond. He told Drummond, for 
instance, that his father had died months before Jonson was born, 
and his mother's remarriage seems to have taken place within a few 
years of his birth (1: 139). Jonson's stepfather was thus an important 
influence almost from the start. This might make the boy's later 
accomplishments seem all the more remarkable and praiseworthy, 
but Taylor was obviously responding to a very different notion of what 
constituted social worth than we are used to today. His tale gives 
Jonson a more respectable, more genteel background and upbringing 
than he seems in fact to have enjoyed-and thus it perhaps helps 
improve the chances that his works might be read more (if not 
entirely) on their own merits. The fact that Jonson's critics would 
resort to such posthumous attacks on his writing, character, and 
status and the fact that Taylor felt the need to spend so much time 
and effort refuting them both vividly illustrate the kind of social 
pressures Jonson operated under during his lifetime. 
Like several of the writers for Jonsonus Virbius, Taylor juxtaposes 
the attacks made on Jonson with the estimation in which he was held 
by his patrons. Implicitly appealing to their higher social and 
intellectual authority, he thereby justifies his own defense of Jonson 
while intimidating the poet's antagonists. No sooner does he report, 
for instance, that "Ther's some will prate" about Jonson's alleged 
slowness as a writer than he illustrates how differently the poet's 
most important patrons valued his art: 
He serv'd two Kings, with good integrity, 
From whose free grace and liberality, 
He had a Royall pension, and true pay, 
Which still he spent before the quarter day. 
For he was no close fisted usurer, 
No Mammons man, no base extortioner, 
He lov'd not gold and silver, and almost, 
It lov'd him so, that still no love was lost. (11. 205-12) 
Taylor's reference to Jonson's lack of avarice specifically supports his 
earlier, more general statement that Jonson served his patrons "with 
good integrity." A man for whom money seems to have been so 
unimportant was unlikely to prostitute his talent for pay or prove an 
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"extortioner" to his patrons. And yet one cannot help wondering 
whether Taylor, in making this claim about Jonson's integrity, was 
simply reporting a fact or was responding once more to specific 
criticisms. Given the defamatory context implied by other parts of 
Taylor's poem, nearly every statement in it can be seen as in some 
sense defensive or tacitly apologetic. It seems less a celebration of the 
common view of Jonson's merits than an attempt to promote such a 
view. 
Much the same seems true of Jonsonus Virbius. Issued six 
months after Jonson died, it opens with its printer's apology for the 
delay. Taylor himself had earlier called attention to the lack of 
published praise that followed Jonson's death (thus calling attention 
to his own fidelity), and had suggested that an absence of "good will" 
towards the poet might be one cause (1. 14). But the printer claims 
instead that "so great an Argument" required careful deliberation and 
judgment, that elegies on so commanding a figure could not be lightly 
dashed off ( 11: 429). This claim at once pays tribute to Jonson and 
implies the potential embarrassment of failing to praise him properly. 
Many of the writers of the individual elegies return to this theme; they 
claim the unfitness of their own art in the face of Jonson's achieve-
ment and express a sense of intimidation, as if in praising him they 
will be compared with him-and with the other elegists-and their 
writing found wanting. At the same time, they disavow any ambition 
to call attention to themselves by celebrating the dead poet. In both 
cases they suggest a self-consciousness about their own performances, 
indeed a consciousness of their works as performances. In this 
respect as in many others, their works resemble those of the man they 
praise. The fact that many were young writers or intellectuals trying 
to make names for themselves, and that a number stood in dependent 
relationships with friends or one-time patrons of Jonson, only 
enhances the resemblance. Jonsonus Virbius is responsive to many of 
the same pressures and social influences that affected the production 
and character of Jonson's own works. 5 
One clue to the social function of the volume is suggested by its 
arrangement. The first and longest of the poems is an "Eglogue" by 
Lucius Cary, who was celebrated in Jonson's great Cary-Morison ode. 
This might be reason enough to grant his poem priority, but another 
reason is implied by the way the poem is signed, "Falkland" ( 11: 437). 
It was Cary's social position as much as either his friendship with 
Jonson per se or the objective skill of his praise that seems to have 
dictated the placement of his poem. The first four of the elegies, in 
fact, are identified as having been written by men of rank, and the 
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author of the first poem in the section devoted to Latin tributes is 
similarly identified as a "Baronet" (11: 439). In part such placement 
reflects simple courtesy and conventional deference. But from another 
perspective it must have had the effect of enhancing Jonson's social 
respectability, especially in response to the sort of innuendo about his 
bricklaying background to which Taylor refers. 
Like Taylor, Falkland carefully enumerates Jonson's aristocratic 
patrons, and like Taylor he does so immediately after mentioning 
Jonson's detractors (11: 434). The effect, once more, is to refute the 
poet's critics by citing the better judgments of their social betters. 
Falkland's poem is itself an instance of this strategy. Moreover, even 
as it asserts Jonson's prestige by depicting his critics as socially 
ridiculous, it also distinguishes Falkland and the other men of his 
status who appreciated Jonson from the vulgar, ignorant rich who did 
not. The fact that Jonson was not universally admired may, indeed, 
have helped make him to some an attractive subject of praise. By 
praising him they asserted their membership in an elect circle of 
people virtuous and intelligent enough to value his genius. Cham-
pioning Jonson in the face of "ignorant" opposition provided a means 
of asserting one's own social worth. It permitted one to align oneself 
publicly with the kings and queens, noble men and noble ladies, 
learned scholars and influential courtiers who, by acknowledging and 
rewarding Jonson's talents, had given them important social sanction. 
The attacks Jonson's elegists defend him against have a painfully 
familiar ring. In some cases the elegists allude to the more recent 
criticism of the poet's "dotages," but in general the charges they 
confute are the same ones that had bedevilled Jonson throughout his 
career. And repeatedly the contributors indicate that the attacks did 
not end when Jonson died. His eulogists were not able to look back on 
his early critics and smile serenely at their foolish impercipience: the 
same aspersions were still being cast. Much more than has been 
recognized, Jonsonus Virbius is an embattled, contentious book In 
one sense it simply continues Jonson's own enterprise of self-assertion 
and self-defense. It defends him, for instance, against the familiar 
charges that he was slow and that he plagiarized, that he lacked 
genius and depended too much on outside resources. It upholds the 
chasteness of his works and insistently absolves him of accusations 
that he filled his writing with personal invective, that he used his 
talents to vent his gall and exercise personal revenge. His critics, it 
suggests, included Puritan "Zelots" and partisans of Shakespeare, 
political renegades and ignorant courtiers ( 11 : 4 72). And, in the best 
Jonsonian tradition, there is at least one swipe at Inigo Jones (11: 468). 
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Often Jonson's maligners are identified as men of "plush and velvet"-
the gentlemen or pretenders to gentility who frequented the theatres 
and the court. Even when his detractors are associated with the 
masses at large, it is not clear whether this is object ive information or 
simply a means of degrading his critics, of subverting their affectations 
to social importance. What is clear is that many of the tactics 
Jonson's eulogists exploit in defending him had already been perfected 
by Jonson himself. In its matter and its manner, Jonsonus Virbius 
epitomizes some of the same pressures, tensions, and the responses to 
both that characterized the poet's own art and career. In his life, and 
at least immediately after his death, neither his social nor his literary 
status was ever quite assured. By defending one, his eulogists sought 
to uphold the other. 
For Jonson, intimately caught up in a world of dependency and 
power relations, complete assurance could never come. Even at the 
height of his success in the mid-Jacobean period, he realized that his 
success was largely given, that its continuance depended on the 
continuing favor and support of powerful figures.6 The attacks and 
tactical maneuvering of his rivals, the uncertain encouragement of his 
patrons, the subordinate role society assigned him, along with his own 
assertive personality and steadfast belief in the value of art-all these 
factors and more combined to make his position exceedingly ambig-
uous. Jonson could not write as more recent poets have been able to: 
primarily to express themselves, to shape their individual feelings, 
attitudes, and perceptions. Both his circumstances and his own 
instincts demanded that he play a more social role, but it was a role 
defined entirely neither by society nor by the poet himself. Constantly 
renegotiated, the role (like the poems that grew out of it) was 
complex and entangled, equivocal in the literal sense. The voice that 
speaks in Jonson's poems is highly self-conscious, and the same seems 
true of the voices we hear in the poems his "sons" wrote to lament his 
passing. Those works echo his own awareness of the knotted con-
nect ions between poetry and power. It is one of Jonson's most 
interesting legacies to his heirs. 7 
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11 discuss some of this evidence in my article on the well-known "Tribe of Ben" 
epistle. Similar evidence from near the beginning of Jonson's career is discussed in 
my article on the so-called "Poetomachia." 
2For the quoted passage, see the biographical introduction in the first volume 
of Ben Jonson, ed. C.H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, p. 115. All 
subsequent notes referring to this edition will mention only title, volume and page 
numbers; references to this edition incorporated within the text will mention only 
volume and page numbers. 
3See Ben Jonson 1: 115. The full sentence reads: "Neglected as his later days 
had been, the passing of Ben was, for the entire English world of letters, the 
passing of its king-a king who had perhaps ceased to govern, but who still 
reigned." The distinction between governing and reigning is poetic but is perhaps 
not as clear as it might be. 
4For the full text, see Ben Jonson 11: 421-28. 
5Very little can be said for sure about the precise relationships among the 
various contributors to the volume. The editor of the collection, Brian Duppa, was 
a cleric who held a deanship at Oxford (among other posts) , which may help to 
account for the heavy representation of students from that university among the 
elegists. Duppa himself had once served as a chaplin to the Earl of Dorset, whom 
Jonson once praised as a generous patron. Dorset's son, in turn, contributed to the 
memorial volume. Duppa was a patron to William Cartwright and to Thomas 
Mayne, who both contributed poems. Cartwright had lately won some recognition 
as a playwright, although he seems not to have thought of himself as a 
professional writer. In 1637 he was seeking the assistance of Archbishop William 
Laud (who patronized Duppa) in winning a position for himself at Oxford. Mayne, 
in the same year that Jonsonus Virbius was issued, began translating a work by 
Lucian for the Earl of Newcastle, Jonson's old patron. 
As even these brief remarks suggest, the relations among the contributors are 
likely to have been very complex, grounded partly in dependency and partly in 
more simple friendship. These connections would be worth exploring much more 
fully, although the information available seems frustratingly limited. As G. B. 
Evans says at the start of his commendably sober biographical remarks on William 
Cartwright, the main outlines of his life and of the lives of his contemporaries are 
well known, but for the details ''we search very nearly in vain" (3). Most attempts 
to discuss the biographical relations amongst the "Sons of Ben" have therefore 
been disappointingly skimpy (see Kerr, Davis, and McEuen) or a bit cloying in their 
impressionism (see Weber). 
For previous discussions of Jonsonus Virbius, although not from the perspec-
tive taken here, see Miner (passim), Parfitt (124-29), and Brady (esp. 95-99). 
6 In addition to the evidence discussed in the article cited in the first note, one 
might also support this assertion by mentioning the anxieties evident in Jonson's 
well-known epigrams "To My Muse" and on "the Court Pucelle," and in his various 
satires on Inigo Jones; I discuss this evidence more fully in several forthcoming 
articles. One might also mention the various problems with "great ones" discussed 
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by Jonson in his 1618/ 19 Conversations with William Drummond of Hawthornden, 
and the sense of vulnerability that emerges in various places in the Discoveries. 
(Herford and the Simpsons conjecture that the Discoveries were probably 
assembled between the years 1623 and 1635 [11: 213]. For this reason the 
temptation to apply the comments Jonson makes there to the whole span of his 
career should probably be resisted, although if the collection is seen as reflecting 
the attitudes that seemed most important to him after a long career at court, its 
relevance to his entire experience as a patronage poet can probably be argued 
for.) Certainly such passages as those in which he mentions having been "accus'd 
to the Lords, to the King, and by great ones" (8: 604) , or in which he observes that 
"a fain'd familiarity in great ones, is a note of certaine usurpation of the lesse" 
(8: 597), seem to express a long-nurtured suspiciousness about his superiors' 
motives combined with an acute sensitivity to the threats they might pose. 
Drummond reports that Jonson knew "by Heart" a poem t hat began: "How 
happy is he borne, or taught I That serueth not another's will!" (1 : 135; 157). The 
harsh reaction which in some quarters greeted his 1617 / 18 masque Pleasure 
Reconciled to Virtue ("divers thinke fit he should retourne to his ould trade of 
bricklaying againe" [ 10: 576 ]), combined with his published proclamation that the 
King greatly enjoyed the masque in its revised version (10: 576), together indicate 
the potential insecurity of his position and his constant awareness that his 
continued power depended to a very great degree upon James' continued support. 
One intriguing bit of evidence concerning Jonson's insecurity during the mid-
Jacobean period involves John Taylor, the "Water Poet" who later became Jonson's 
first elegist. Even before visiting Drummond, Jonson was suspicious of the motives 
and auspices behind Taylor, who had just undertaken a walking tour to Scotland 
similar to his own. Jonson suspected, as he told Drummond, that Taylor had been 
sent along to Scotland "to scorn him" (1: 149), and Taylor later felt it necessary to 
deny in print that he had been "set on by others, or that I did under go this 
proiect, either in malice, or mockage of Maister Beniamin Jonson" ( 11: 382). 
Taylor's denial sounds sincere enough, and perhaps Jonson accepted it. What is 
most intriguing about the incident, however, is precisely Jonson's suspicion that 
his antagonists were capable of such a ploy. The episode suggests the kind of 
self-consciousness about one's own reputation and the concern with others' 
behavior that Jonson's position encouraged. 
Later on in his account of his journey, Taylor claims that he met Jonson while 
in Scotland, and that Jonson gave him a piece of gold to drink his health in 
England; he paints an attractive picture of Jonson surrounded by Scottish "Noble-
men and Gentlemen that knowes his true worth" (11: 383). This passage helps to 
make good Taylor's earlier claim about his innocent intentions, and it also shows 
Jonson functioning as a kind of patron to the less powerful writer-a patron 
whom (for obvious reasons) it was unwise for Taylor even inadvertently to offend. 
Taylor, in fact , had earlier praised Jonson as "a Gentleman, to whom I am ... 
much obliged for many vndeserved courtesies that I have receiued from him, and 
from others by his fauour ... " ( 11: 382). He attractively depicts Jonson as a 
powerful man intimate with men even more powerful than he. 
Interestingly enough, according to the chronology suggested by Herford and 
the Simpsons, Jonson expressed his suspicions about Taylor's purposes after he 
had already given Taylor the money for toasting his health. The meeting with 
Taylor apparently took place in September 1618, while the meeting with 
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Drummond came several months later (1: 78-81). Perhaps this implies that his 
misgivings about Taylor's intent were not assuaged even after they had met and 
talked. 
If Jonson was right in suspecting that antagonists had put Taylor up to this 
trip, they could not have chosen a more appropriate figure through whom to 
mock Jonson's journey. Like Jonson himself, Taylor had been born into humble 
circumstances, achieving whatever status he later possessed through his talents 
for writing and through his ability to use those talents for self-advertisement. For 
an account of Taylor's life, see the DNB and Notestein ( 169-208). 
7The whole issue of whether epideictic verse is, by its very nature, always 
subject to the kinds of social pressures discussed here is one that cannot be dealt 
with easily in a limited amount of space. I confront it at some length in a 
forthcoming article on Jonson's poems to Robert Cecil. 
My thinking about the issues of literature and power raised in this article have 
of course been influenced by the writings of such authors as Stephen Greenblatt, 
Frank Whigham, Don Wayne, Louis Montrose, and others. 
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THOMAS DEKKER'S GENTLE CRAFT: AN ESSAY ON 
THE SHOEMAKER'S HOLIDAY 
J. A. Faber* 
ABSTRACT. The Shoemaker's Holiday was first performed at the Court on New 
Year's Day 1600, the day after the East India Company received its royal charter. 
Undoubtedly Thomas Dekker's best comedy, the play captures the mercantile 
ethos of the volatile late Elizabethan period. The center of the play is the 
monumental Simon Eyre, the irreverent but ever-likable shoemaker of the title 
(the possessive there being singular rather than plural), who rises rapidly to 
become Lord Mayor of London, but whose character remains the same whether he 
rouses his apprentices, scolds his wife and maid-servants, or entertains the King 
at a banquet of pancakes. Although the play reflects many fascinating details of 
Elizabethan life, it is not a realistic drama but a sustained fantasy. 
Index Descriptors: citizen comedy, rhetoric, one-man play, historicity, realism, 
Elizabethan, fantasy, Thomas Dekker. 
In The Shoemaker's Holiday, Thomas Dekker is preeminently a 
"painter of London life," (Jones-Davies, passim), the quality for which 
he is most consistently praised. Details of the day-to-day life of 
ordinary people give definiteness to Dekker's drama, which retreats 
from the pastoral landscape of earlier comedy into the recognizable 
locale of the Elizabethan manor house, countryside, and city. Such 
apparent realism, however, is only the surface of the play. On closer 
scrutiny, the world of SH is not realistic but utterly fantastic , a 
wished-for world into which to escape. For the shoemakers the realms 
of work and of play are reconciled; class distinctions-real enough in 
Dekker's day-all but vanish, so that even the King has a proletarian 
air about him; there is little spatial or temporal perspective, but 
instead a striking simultaneity of awareness; and there is enough 
money for everyone. Both Dekker's contemporaries and modern 
readers of SH, if they perceive the world of the play rightly, find a 
world too-good-to-be-true and experience a nostalgia approaching 
Aristotle's athanatidzein, the yearning for immortality (Meerloo 240). 
This getting beyond man's confinement and limitations is at the heart 
of SH. With a daring inversion of the late medieval de casibus formula 
for tragedy, Dekker created a rhapsodic comedy about the rhythmic 
*Department of English, Wittenberg University, Springfield, OH 45501. 
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inevitability of success in the modern world, for, whereas the older 
tragedy focused on man's limits, SH celebrates man's freedom. 
The formal argument which Dekker gives in his dedicatory 
preface "To all good Fellowes, Professors of the Gentle Craft; of what 
degree soever" (Bowers 1:19) places the focus of the play almost 
entirely on the romance of Lacie, a young nobleman, and Rose, the 
Lord Mayor's daughter. Such a conventional focus probably can be 
explained in terms of Dekker's instinctive conservatism or his sense of 
what would attract a theatre audience. Clearly the people addressed 
are not just shoemakers, for Dekker has generalized the salutation to 
"all good Fellowes" and he adds a further qualifying phrase, "of what 
degree soever," as if to suggest that goodness and gentleness are not 
dependent upon rank or status. SH is not a play about degree, 
therefore, but one which breaks the older notion of hierarchy and 
substitutes the more modern notion of freedom. Instead of anxiety 
about what a person's proper place is, SH is suffused with an 
impudent confidence which makes questions of decorum or propriety 
irrelevant. The shoemakers' attitude toward their work may be cited 
as an example. Threatening twice to quit, they exhibit more the spirit 
of wildcat-strikers than the subservience of the then customary 
indentures. Note, however, that precisely in such a play, essentially 
relativistic and anti-absolutistic, there emerges an ethical dimension 
which stresses the social consequences of individual acts-a dimension 
which belongs to significant comedy. 
SH flaunts conventional morality, although it is by no means an 
immoral play. It shares the ungainliness of its central character but, 
nevertheless, teaches and moves and delights its audience precisely 
because of Simon Eyre's function within the world of the play. 
Contrary to what one could expect in a domestic drama, Dekker does 
not exploit the opposition of social classes or of city versus country; 
instead, he works with the more basic philosophical antilogies of being 
and becoming, of nature and art, and of reality and appearance. 
These antilogies are fundamental, but they are not always sharply 
differentiable, for they are facets or approximations of each other. 
Human solidarity is the keynote of the play. It discusses the 
problem of freedom in the context of the micro-community dominated 
by Simon Eyre, who is both a referent to, and a referee for, its 
inhabitants. He looms larger than life because he transcends time, 
taking the contingencies of love and death-the reciprocal poles of 
comedy and tragedy-in stride as a natural man. Eyre's reputation 
has even reached the King, who explicitly asks that his ·unusual 
subject be himself and not act differently in his royal presence (V.iii). 
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When the King asks him about his age, Eyre a t first evades t he 
quest ion with marvelous obliquity. But even when he answers it, he 
demonstrates an enviable disregard of age as a problem. Eyre has 
reconciled himself with Time (Meerloo 241):1 
King. Tell me infaith mad Eyre, how old thou art. 
Eyre. My Liege a verie boy, a stripling, a yonker, you see 
not a white haire on my head, not a gray in this 
beard, everie haire I assure thy majestie that sticks 
in this beard, Sim Eyre values at the king of Babilons 
ransome, Tamar Chams beard was a rubbing brush toot: 
yet Ile shave it off, and stuffe tennis balls with it 
to please my bully king. 
King. But all this while I do not know your age. 
Eyre. My Liege, I am sixe and fiftie yeare olde, yet I can 
crie humpe, with a sound heart for the honour of 
Saint Hugh; marke this olde wench, my king, I dauncde 
the shaking of the sheetes with her sixe and thirtie 
yeares agoe, and yet I hope to get two or three yong 
Lorde Maiors ere I die: I am lustie still, Sim Eyre 
still: care, and colde lodging brings white haires. 
My sweete Majestie, let care vanish, cast it upon 
thy Nobles, it will make thee looke alwayes young 
like Apollo, and cry humpe: Prince am I none, yet am 
I princely borne. (V.v.18-34) 
Dekker endows Simon Eyre, who is perpetually on the go and 
becoming more important and wealthier with each spectacular 
appearance, with a static quality. In a world of change he is above 
change. His irrepressible torrent of words, spiced with common 
vulgarities as well as choice invective culled from the language of the 
Bible and of the stage, is an index of his verbal resourcefulness, his 
invention, a copiousness that resists change. Eyre cannot put on airs. 
A prosaic man, he has difficulty speaking in verse even when the 
occasion demands it, and he is utterly proletarian in addressing 
everyone in the same familiar way. A comparison of his colorful, good-
natured invective in I.i.117-70, passim (Eyre's first appearance on 
stage) and his last ranting speech in V.iv, just prior to the ceremonial 
entrance of the King, shows that he is Simon Eyre yesterday, today, 
and tomorrow, world without end: 
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Wife. Good my Lord have a care what you speak to his grace. 
Eyre. Away you Islington whitepot, hence you happerarse, you 
barly pudding ful of magots, you broyld carbonado, 
avaunt, avaunt, avoide Mephostophilus: shall Sim Eyre 
learne to speake of you Ladie Madgie? vanish mother 
Miniver cap, vanish, goe, trip and goe, meddle with your 
partlets, and your pisherie pasherie, your flewes and 
whirligigs, go, rub, out of mine alley: Sim Eyre 
knowes how to speake to a Pope, to Sultan Soliman, to 
Tamburlaine and he were here: and shall I melt? shal 
I droope before my Soveraigne? no, come my Ladie 
Madgie, follow me Hauns, about your businesse my fro-
licke free-booters:2 Firke, friske about, and about, 
and about, for the honour of mad Simon Eyre Lord Maior 
of London. (V.iv.45-57) 
Dekker evidently prepared the context of his most extraordinary 
character very deliberately. Eyre's flamboyant carefreeness in the 
foreground of the audience's awareness offsets the melancholy music 
at the periphery of their existence. Consider, for example, the tension 
between the two contrasted "Three-mans" songs, originally printed 
before the play itself without indications when they were to be sung. 
The first song is usually inserted in III.iii, after Eyre has said to the 
Lord Mayor, whom he is unwittingly about to succeed, "Why what 
should I do my Lord? a pound of care paies not a dram of debt: hum 
lets be merry whiles we are yong, olde age, sacke and sugar will steale 
upon us ere we be aware" (21-23), and before the mayor asks Eyre's 
wife to counsel his daughter Rose on marriage. It is a song about 
spring and summer, about young love, with strong iambic and 
dactyllic rhythms suggestive of the morris dance or other Mayday 
pageantry. The dominant tone is joyful, but there is a plaintive note 
also, for, along with the nightingale, there is a cuckoo in the forest 
choir. The second song is usually inserted in V.iv, during the feast of 
the London prentices, and just prior to the announcement that the 
King has come. It is a song about autumn and winter, about death, 
with regular inversions from iambic to trochaic rhythms giving the 
ballad-like stanzas an elegiac effect. The dominant tone is sad, with a 
note of forced mirth in the reiterated refrain of a drinking song. Here, 
too, Dekker is explicit in his directions: "At last when all have drinke, 
this verse." 
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Cold's the wind, and wet's the raine, 
Saint Hugh be our good speede: 
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Ill is the weather that bringeth no gaine, 
Nor helps good hearts in neede (Bowers 1 :21) 
To counter the melancholy progression of the seasons in these 
songs, Dekker uses the peculiar time sense in the play itself. Mme. 
Jones-Davies has correctly remarked, "Dekker sait jongler avec le 
temps" (2:169). The curious telescoping of days in SH creates a loss of 
time, a timelessness. Nowhere is there a hint of what one could 
expect, as a prominent tenet of citizen morality, that time is money. 
Yet, the culminating focus on Shrove Tuesday is very sharp. The 
Shrove Tuesday festivities are at once the crowning use of, and the 
most flagrant disregard for, time. The danger of such a freedom rite is 
evident when Firk, with his usual hyperbole, expands the day into a 
year of Jubilee,3 just as he earlier associated Eyre's bounty with 
heaven: 
Nay more my hearts, every Shrovetuesday is our yeere of 
Jubile: and when the pancake bel rings, we are as free as 
my lord Maior, we may shut up our shops, and make 
holidays: Ile have it calld, Saint Hughes Holiday. (V.ii.202-05) 
When Hodge and Firke hope that the new holiday will "continue for 
ever" to the "eternall credite ... of the gentle Craft," they are each 
expressing their Amen to the new liturgy of the "incomprehensible 
good fellowship." An allusion to Shrove Tuesday in Dekker's Lanthorne 
and Candle-light ten years later tells us that the prentices made such 
a ruckus on this holiday that a "hue and cry followes after, some 
twelve or fourteene miles off, (round about London); which was the 
farthest of their journey as they gave out," and that the "Constable ... 
then runnes up and downe ... halfe out of his wittes" (Grosart 3:253). 
Love and marriage, hampered by war abroad and insensitivity at 
home, is a further theme explored by Dekker. Fittingly, the exposition 
of courtship is presented in private scenes: for example, the idyll~c 
interlude of Rose alone in her garden (I.ii); but the purity of Rose is 
accentuated by the noisy sensuality of Sibil, her maid. She is a match 
for Firk, who shows great interest in her: "Sib whoore, welcome to 
London" (IV.i.42), and longs for a perpetual Eve of St. Agnes: "For if 
ever I sigh when sleepe I shoulde take, I Pray God I may loose my 
mayden-head when I wake" (I.ii.45-46). The exposition of married love 
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is, appropriately enough, presented in public scenes. Simon Eyre's 
spectacular blowup of the lovers' aubade (I.iv) is drenched with 
tenderness though masked as roughness. The tone of this boisterous 
scene, inevitably shocking to modern student-readers, is carefully 
determined by the authorial stage direction at the beginning of the 
scene: "Enter Eyre making himself readie." Eyre is not set apart from 
the action; he is at its center. The extraordinary audio-visual sweep of 
his first sentence, which is typical, has the same panoramic scope and 
paradoxical appeal as the detail-saturated tavern scenes of Jan Steen: 
Where be these boyes, these girles, these drabbes, these 
scoundrels, they wallow in the fat brewisse of my bountie, 
and licke up the crums of my table, yet will not rise to see my 
walkes cleansed: come out you powder-beefe-queanes, what 
Nan, what Madge-mumble-crust, come out you fatte Midriffe-
swag-belly whores, and sweepe me these kennels, that noysome 
stench offends not the nose of my neighbours: what Firke I 
say, what Hodge? open my shop windows, what Firke I say. 
I say. (I.iv.1-8) 
The rhetorical punctuation indicates that Eyre should be appreciated 
not for his grammatical sense but for his sound, not for the letter but 
the the spirit. 
Eyre's prominence in SH is facilitated by the role of his apprentice 
Firk. Just after the news of Rose's elopement with the disguised Lacie, 
Lincoln and Otley, two men of the world, are humiliated when Firk 
toys with them (IV.iii). Although they know what is happening-"this 
villaine calls us knaves by craft" (67)-Firk talks them out of their 
money, mocks them with his impudence, and gulls them by directing 
them to the wrong church. Firk's language is a match for Eyre's; it has 
the same rambling indirectness, panoramic sweep, and sonorous 
quality. Obviously, Firk loves to talk. He is also very aware of his 
audience, asking that Sibil be sent out, probably because she would 
not be able to keep a straight face: 
Firke. Pitchers have eares, and maides have wide mouths: 
but for Hauns prauns, upon my word to morrow 
morning, he and yong mistress Rose goe to this 
geere, they shall be married together, by this rush, 
or else tourne Firke to a firkin of butter to tanne 
leather withall. 
Lord Mayor. But art thou sure of this? 




Am I sure that Paules steeple is a handfull higher 
than London stone? or that pissing conduit leakes 
nothing put [mine: misprint for but] pure mother 
Bunch? am I sure I am lustie Firke, Gods nailes 
doe you thinke I am so base to gull you? 
Where are they married? dost thou know the 
church? 
I never goe to church, but I know the name of it, 
it is a swearing church, stay a while, tis: I by 
the mas, no, no, tis I by my troth , no nor that, 
tis I by my faith , that that , tis by my Faithes 
church under Paules crosse, there they shall be 
knit like a paire of stockings in matrimonie, 
there theile be in conie. ( 103-18) 
The last pun, in conie for inconnus, would probably escape most 
theater goers in Dekker's day and most readers today; it would 
probably ingratiate Firk with the court audience. The extraordinary 
verbal proficiency of Eyre and Firk, and ultimately of Dekker, to make 
sense out of nonsense (among his contemporaries only Shakespeare 
matches Dekker in this) because they understand that "the medium is 
the message," stresses the necessity to differentiate verse and poetry. 
The division between dramatic prose and blank verse is quite 
conventional, but in SH it is surely the prose that is the poetry. 
At the final showdown between the shoemakers and the arist o-
crats (V.ii) , Firk once again mocks Lincoln and Otley. When Lincoln 
indignantly asks, "Where is my Nephew married?" (102), Firk casually 
answers : "Is he married? God give him joy, I am glad of it: they have a 
faire day, and the signe is in a good planet, Mars in Venus" (103-04) . 
The cool efficiency of Firk derives from his confidence that things are 
under control. A recognizable variant of the crafty slave who manip-
ulates the action in Roman comedy, Firk is sharply contrasted with 
Dodger. In spite of his credentials, 
This Dodger is mine uncles parasite, 
The arranst varlet that e'er breathd on earth. 
He sets more discord in a noble house, 
By one daies broching of his pickethanke tales, 
Then can be salv'd again in twentie yeares ... (I.i.189-93) 
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Lincoln's ')ealous eye" contributes to the failure of the aristocrats, for 
Dodger does not return with information until after what Lincoln 
hopes to avoid has happened. Their conspicuous lack of success 
makes Lincoln and Otley, in spite of their pretensions, disreputable, 
irresponsible upstarts: their ill-considered bursting in on the King 
with wild charges of treason (V.v.38) would send tremors through the 
court audience, for the similar behavior of the earl of Essex (Bindoff 
301) in the early autumn of 1599 was too recent a memory.4 
The major movement of the plot, Eyre's ascent, is worked out 
with great care. His success is usually accentuated by something 
potentially or actually bad happening about the same time. A 
contemporary audience, for whom the painful incongruities of the 
1590s were not history but fact, would make their own associations 
with the slightest hint. The sobering news from France of a victory 
which cost four thousand English lives sets off Eyre's promotion to 
alderman and his decision to assume the speculative risk (II.iii); 
Otley's disappointment at losing Hammon as a son-in-law sets off the 
rumor that Eyre may become sheriff (111.i); the return of the wounded 
Rafe and the revelation that Jane has disappeared, the fact that Eyre 
is the new sheriff (III.ii) ; an epidemic causing the death of seven 
alderman, his becoming Lord Mayor of London (IV.i and iii); the 
intoxication of the prentices threatens the propriety of Eyre's enter-
taining the King (Viv); and the charge that he is harboring traitors 
could undercut the audacious requests he is about to make of the 
King. Eyre pleads with the King like Abraham with the angel in order 
to save Sodom. All his requests are granted because Eyre was not out 
for personal gain but for the prosperity and preservation of London. 
The Leadenhall, so named by the King, was a primitive but open 
exchange. In a time when monopolies were a serious threat to the 
economy, the shoemakers were guaranteed two days free trade per 
week And the King honors his eccentric subject, by accepting the 
invitation to a banquet which by then had surely become bedlam, 
because he endorses the loyalty and generosity of Simon Eyre. 
Just as the character of Simon is the measure of mankind, so his 
marriage is the touchstone of SH. This tumultuous, rough-and-tumble 
marriage is the epitome of attainable human freedom. In it the 
negative aspect of the tension between the male and female sex is 
resolved. The completeness of sexual freedom (always the most 
fundamental concern, the telos, of comedy) is reflected in the absence 
of any anxiety about sexual identity and in the complete freedom of 
speech. Eyre is hugely virtuous to the last hair of his beard; Madge, 
mildly vicious to the last thread of her petticoat; however, the marvel 
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is that the audience-readers participate in the freedom celebrated in 
SH to the extent they accept the conjunction of virtue and vice as a 
necessary condition of life. 
Simon Eyre is a full character, large enough to measure others 
against, and certainly not a humor character as the advertisement of 
the title page of Ql suggests (Bowers 1:7). Nobody's fool, he is the 
referent of his servants who want to be like their master. He is also 
the referee, controlling and directing the action. When he is invited to 
Old Ford, Otley's country home, Eyre brings his own entertainment. 
He also matter-of-factly packs Lacie and Rose off with Madge to the 
Savoy for a dawn wedding. Most noticeable is his affirmative sense of 
humor. Eyre accepts life and can take the future as it comes because 
he is not ashamed to reveal his humble past even to the King. The 
inclusive sweep of Eyre's sentences marks him as a circumspect man, 
but even his syntax shows that Eyre always adds and never subtracts: 
by the lorde of Ludgate, its a madde life to be a lorde 
Mayor, its a stirring life, a fine life, a velvet life, 
a careful life. Well Simon Eyre, yet set a good face on 
it, in the honor of sainct Hugh. Soft, the king this 
day comes to dine with me, to see my new buildings, his 
majesty is welcome, he shall have good cheere, delicate 
cheere, princely cheere. This day my felow prentises of 
London come to dine with me too, they shall have fine 
cheere, gentlemanlike cheere. I promised the mad Cap-
pidosians, when we all served at the Conduit together, 
that if ever I came to be Mayor of London, I woould 
feast them al, and Ile doot, Ile doot by the life of 
Pharaoh, by this beard Sim Eyre will be no flincher. 
Besides, I have procurd, that upon every Shrovetuesday, 
at the sound of the pancake bell: my fine Assyrian lads, 
shall clap up their shop windows, and away, this is the 
day, and this day they shall doot, they shall doot: 
Boyes, that day are you free, let masters care, 
And prentises shall pray for Simon Eyre. (V.i.36-52) 
The rime of the closing couplet indicates that Eyre is the antidote for 
care. Not a ceremonious man, he puts on ceremonies for others; to 
someone whose very dreams beget responsibilities, life itself is cele-
bration enough. 
If it is true generally that London was for Dekker a symbol of 
life itself (Jones-Davies 1:151),5 it is true more particularly of this 
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elaborate artistic vision which is inseparably rooted in the city where 
he spent his entire life. The Shoemaker's Holiday is not a commentary 
on London life, but a complex imitation, a mimesis, of what that life 
could be like. The rich allusiveness of Dekker's language, a controlled 
luxuriance like Shakespeare's in 2 Henry IV and susceptible to similar 
misunderstanding, represents a unified mosaic of impressions. At its 
center stands Simon Eyre, larger than life, and therefore, in no danger 
of stepping off the stage and over the boundary between art and life. 
Indeed, there is good reason to call SH a one-man play. The 
orthographic usage of the plural possessive in the title, now sharing 
the authority of the standard edition, may well be questioned. Though 
it has been argued that the plural is more logical, the reasoning is 
hardly convincing: "Le pluriel est beaucoup plus logique .. .. On assiste 
en effet, dans la comedie, a la fete de tous les joyeux cordonniers 
londoniens convies au Leadenhall" (Jones-Davies 1:126);6 also, there is 
more involved than number, because the sense also changes, from 
subjective to objective genitive. The original title page gives no clue-it 
simply reads The Shomakers Holiday-but theater history does. The 
chief actor of the Admiral's Men was Edward Alleyn. In all likelihood, 
therefore, Dekker wrote the part of Simon Eyre for this boisterous 
titan-actor. 
Heroes belong to tragedy, not to comedy. A civic hero who is the 
center of a community and not egregious is now almost unthinkable. 
Yet, in the context of London, AD. 1600, such a hero is possible and 
even probable. The legendary Simon Eyre was for Dekker's contem-
poraries also a figure of the past, but paradoxically the power of the 
play makes the old new, and thus, while the play lasts, the redefined 
central character is thoroughly believable. To enjoy imaginative 
literature, and especially drama which depends so largely on illusion, 
one must not be too literal too long. The important question is not 
what the play is about but what is about the play. 7 A modern reader, 
or even audience, cannot fully recapture the experience of Dekker's 
contemporary audience, for there is blurring in space and time which 
is not fully reversible. We can recover the facts but not all the 
associations which made Dekker's play live in the seventeenth 
century. The contrast between Saint Faith's and the the Savoy has 
already been pointed out. There are other geographical facts crushed 
by distance: the smells of Eastcheap where Madge sold tripe; the bells 
of Saint Paul's and Saint Mary Overies (Saint Savior's in Southwark); 
the complex system of water conduits to which Firk refers so 
irreverently; London Stone, a military landmark dating from Roman 
times; the archery range and muster ground at Finsbury Field; the 
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proximity of Leadenhall and the Guildhall; the contrast between 
Tower Street and the Old Change; the location of Ludgate and Paul's 
Cross; the location of the docks and the Custom House down river 
from London Bridge-all this, and the unnamed connective tissue of 
the city as a living organism, are lost and can never be recovered in its 
multi-dimensional sensory richness. We have difficulty imagining even 
the extent of Old London, stretching some two thousand yards 
inland. 8 To take the fragments of a real world and reintroduce them 
in footnotes as instances of realism is to miss the point. 
What holds for geography holds also for history. Having difficulty 
imagining the taste of pancakes on Shrove Tuesday, a modern reader 
obviously has even more difficulty penetrating to the time when 
"plague and famine were the two Great Evils which stalked England"; 
when in time of dearth the Mayor and Aldermen controlled the 
distribution of food and fuel; when England simultaneously experi-
enced the terror of disintegration and the challenge of a new, mobile 
society; when the excitement of discovering new worlds meant the 
possibility of easing old problems (Bindoff 284, 293 and passim). 
Much of this, too, is lost and recoverable only as facts. Consider the 
impact that one day before the court performance of SH, on the very 
last day of 1599, a royal charter was granted to establish the East 
India Company (Bindoff 288). It is bad history to accuse Simon Eyre 
of making a fortune "by sharp practices of which the modern 
equivalent would be obtaining credit by false trade references" (H. M. 
Robertson, Aspects of the Rise of Economic Individualism 190-91 , as 
cited in Knights 199); it is equally bad literary criticism to state that 
Dekker "slurs over the issues without thinking very hard about them" 
(Knights 199). Eyre's good fortune with the cargo ship is, in terms of 
SH, a fact which, however miraculous, is never an issue. The unusual 
variety of the cargo and the secrecy and speed wit h which the deal 
must be made suggest that the skipper was a freebooter; Eyre 
incorporates this word into his vocabulary after his ship comes in. 
Furthermore, the Dutch skipper is obviously disreputable-so drunk 
that he throws caution to the wind, brags about his cargo, and swears 
sacrilegiously: 
De skip ben in revere: dor be van Sugar, Cyvet, Almonds, 
Cambricke, and a towsand towsand tings, gotz sacrament, 
nempt it mester, yo sal heb good copen. (II.iii.119-21) 9 
And the meaning of his alliterative nickname Skellum Skanderbag 10 
(II.iii.91) is doubly damaging-No-good Shame-bag. Surely when 
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buccaneers like Drake were heroes, when trade rivalry was intense, 
and nationalism was heightened by religious wars, no one in Dekker's 
audience would raise any scruples when an Englishman profited by a 
cargo some Dutchman plundered from the Spanish or Portuguese, 
especially when it was expected that very soon the English themselves 
would be getting such products directly. Moreover, by having these 
goods, (Otley, his predecessor, was a grocer) Eyre could fulfil his 
duties as a mayor, who was expected to provide for the needs of his 
people food as well as entertainment. 
In the context of London life around 1600, Simon Eyre was 
undeniably a man of experience. Yet he is also a man of innocence, 
akin to Babulo, Dekker's fool in the play Patient Grissell (also 1599). 
Enid Welsford has called Babulo, whose philosophy of "light-hearted 
simplicity" is best described in his own words-"Innocence bears it 
away in the world to come," a unique kind of fool (246-48). Though 
not a fool , Simon Eyre is similarly unique. Dekker's art comes to its 
fullest expression in this character, who actively embodies both 
innocence and experience and, thus, harmonizes the harsh actuality 
of London with the dreams of Cockayne. The calculated decorousness 
of his preface should not obscure the magic of his achievement; The 
Shoemaker's Holiday is a trompe l 'oeile with a deceptively simple aim: 
Take all in good worth that is well intended, for nothing 
is purposed but mirth, mirth lengthneth long life; which, 
with all other blessings I heartily wish you. 
Farewell. (Bowers 1:19) 
During a lifetime in the theater, his best period in one named the 
Fortune, the first New Year's Day of the seventeenth century was 
Dekker's finest moment, for he never spoke more directly and in a 
more personal voice for the people he loved. 
NOTES 
1Meerloo's insight into the satisfactions of the shoemakers' trade is related to 
H uizinga's Homo Ludens. 
2Even Eyre's diction reflects his inventiveness. The term frolicke free-boaters , 
from the Dutch vrolijk and vrijbuiter, complements Hauns' stage dialect. The 
word vrijbuiter gained currency during the early part of the Eighty Years War, 
1568-1648, and refers to the activity of the seafaring Dutch rebels, named Geuzen 
or "beggars." The Dutch term, sometimes translated into English as the Guise, 
lends itself to confusion with the similarly named anti-Huguenot faction in France 
at the same time. 
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3Cf. Leviticus 25:8-17. For the Hebrews, every fiftieth year, when slaves were 
freed , foreclosed property restored , and the land lay fallow. 
4The final chapter, entitled "Recessional," is richly suggestive collateral reading 
for establishing the prevailing atmosphere when SH was written and produced. 
5"Londres etait, pour Dekker, le syrnbole meme de la vie." 
6Subsequent single volume editions, notably those edited by Steane and by 
Smallwood and Wells, revert to the singular possessive. Curiously enough, the 
dustjacket of Bowers' edition also has the singular. 
7This distinction, deliberately phrased this way, is based on my own formu-
lation of the difference between denotation, i.e., what a word is about, and 
connotation, i.e. , what is about the word. It is relevant here because the 
understanding of many words begins with the understanding of one word. 
8For the topographical allusions, see Jones-Davies I and II, passim; for a map 
of London in Dekker's time, see end of the first volume. 
9This three-line sample is enough to demonstrate Dekker's command of Dutch. 
It is not merely a compromise, although the skipper wants to speak English . Every 
word used is a phonetic approximation of archaic Modern Dutch: cyvet is a 
technical term for the perfume base derived from the glands of civet cats, 
originally native to, and still zealously guarded in , Ethiopia; cambriche, a fine 
white linen, is often traced back to the French Cambrai, but the Flemish name 
Kamerik for the same town is much closer to the pronunciation of the English 
word. The verb forms be and ben, instead of is and zyn, are Low Dutch, sometimes 
still heard in conservative coastal areas. The expression dor be van, as well as the 
repet ition of towsand are idiomatic. Best of all , there are indications that Dekker 
even had a sense of humor in Dutch: by saying towsand towsand the skipper 
would twice mention two things very familiar to him, rope and sand; in addition to 
the pun , there is a triple meaning: the direct object of the final clause, good copen, 
can mean (1) you will buy well, (2) you will buy cheaply, and (3) you will buy 
merchandise. 
10Dekker also used the name Schellum some ten years later for Charon's 
helper in If This Be Not a Good Play, the Devil Is in It (V.iv.85). Bowers, III. 
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"THREE FAIR MEDALS CAST IN ONE FIGURE": 
DISCORD/A CONCORS AS A PRINCIPLE OF 
CHARACTERIZATION IN THE DUCHESS OF MALFI 
Charles R. Forker* 
ABSTRACT. Ferdinand, the Cardinal, and the Duchess, three of the most 
prominent figures in The Duchess of Malfi , are siblings. Webster emphasizes not 
only their differences but also their similarities so as to explore a complex pattern 
of alienation and identification (through the symbolism of twins, shadows, and 
reflections) and also of love and death. The psychology thus embodied, a 
discordia concors of the passions, makes Webster's technique of characterization 
analogous to both his dramaturgy and poetic style. It also helps to dramatize a 
subliminal conflict inherent in Webster's concept of romantic love as simulta-
neously self-fulfilling and self-annihilating. 
Index Descriptors: John Webster, narcissism, schizophrenia, love and death , 
twinship, identity, sadism, The Duchess of Malfi. 
All three of John Webster's major dramas, The White Devil, The 
Duchess of Malfi, and The Devil's Law-Case, are rooted in the 
complex relationships of siblings. As in the first tragedy, so in the 
second, the tragedian focuses attention on two brothers and a sister, 
probing the inherent ironies and contradictions that their kinship and 
independence can be made in combination to exhibit. Again Webster 
constructs his drama upon an intricate system of cross-relations that 
exploits the paradoxes of union and division , of attraction and 
repulsion, of love and death , of sexuality and murder, involving five 
major characters as well a handful of minor ones. This technique 
amounts to a discordia concors of character portrayal. Although the 
moral force of Webster's masterpiece rests on the stark contrast 
between the loving heroine and her two savage brothers, the dramatist 
implants the disturbing notion that even the most radical differences 
may spring from a common source. Commenting on the well-ordered 
state in the opening scene, Antonio observes that either "Pure silver 
drops" or poisoned water may flow from the "common fountain" of a 
"prince's court" (I.i.11-15). 1 Webster stresses the blood relationship of 
Ferdinand, the Cardinal, and the Duchess not only to heighten 
contrasts between health and disease and between the natural and 
the unnatural in a single family (as in King Lear), but to suggest also 
*Department of English, Indiana niversity, Bloomington, IN 4 7 405. 
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that the three most powerful representatives of hatred and love in the 
play share each other's lives by means of strong, though ambivalent, 
ties that only death can sunder. The Duchess and Ferdinand are 
biological twins while he and the Cardinal are morally allied-twins 
"In quality" (I.i. l 72) as Antonio phrases it. Like Cain and Abel, the 
persecutors and the persecuted are primordially linked. Antonio calls 
them "three fair medals, I Cast in one figure" but "of ... different 
temper" (I.i.188-89). Fascinated by elements of sameness in diversity 
and by the threat to stable identity that such ambiguities imply, 
Webster builds the psychology of these relationships into the dynamics 
of his tragic structure. The purpose of this essay is to illustrate a few 
ways in which these ironic oppositions and convergences function in 
the tragedy, and to argue that Webster's characterization is analogous 
in method to his arrangement of scenes and to his poetic style-that, 
in fact, Webster patterned the interaction of his major figures in The 
Duchess as a yoking of dissimilars by violence together, as a 
harmonization of discordancies. 
The most arresting case of identification with one's opposite in 
the play is obviously Ferdinand, who harbors feelings of incestuous 
jealousy for his sister-feelings all the more unnerving because 
Webster (unlike Ford in 'Tis Pity She's a Whore) deliberately refrains 
from explicitness. When the Duke deputes Bosola to spy upon his 
sister, he first insists that he would not have the "young widow" 
remarry, then deliberately mystifies his interlocutor: "Do not you ask 
the reason: but be satisfied, I I say I would not" (I.i.255-58). What he 
conceals from Bosola he would also appear to be concealing from 
himself. From this point on, Ferdinand betrays an obsession with the 
Duchess's body that neither the most Mediterranean conception of 
"attainted" family "honour" (I.i.296; II.v.21-23) nor the desire to inherit 
"An infinite mass of treasure" (IV.ii.285)-the stated motives for 
killing her-can possibly account for. His speeches to his sister are 
punctuated at moments of tension by highly personal and often 
sexual double-entendres. A few examples: (a) "Sister, I have a suit to 
you" (l.i.213), when he is recommending Bosola for promotion; (b) 
"Women like that part which, like the lamprey, I Hath ne'er a bone 
in't" (I.i.336-37), his gross remark when he warns her not to remarry 
and points to his poniard; ( c) "Die then quickly'' (III.ii. 71 ), his erotic 
pun when he interrupts her love-making-again presenting the 
phallic blade of his unsheathed dagger. 
Ferdinand is obsessed with his sister's forbidden sex life even as 
he conceives sadistic punishments for her. Frenzy, horror, and 
prurient excitement are self-evident when, after learning that she has 
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given birth, he imagines her as "a notorious strumpet" (II.v.4) 
entertaining "some strong thigh'd bargeman" or "some lovely squire I 
That carries coals up to her privy lodgings" (II.v.42-45). He would 
have the lovers burnt in their own sheets and their bastard child 
boiled to make an aphrodisiac with which the "lecherous father" 
might "renew I The sin of his back" (Il.v. 72-73). (Significantly, he can 
fantasize a revenge that would "renew" rather than extinguish the 
illicit lover's desire.) Ferdinand combines sadistic advance toward his 
sister with timorous withdraw!, one of the reasons that he seems 
paralyzed by indecision and takes no action against her until after the 
birth of two additional children. Curiously, after Ferdinand has 
invaded the Duchess's bedchamber, he does not want to know the 
identity of her partner but insists on conducting all further 
communication with her in the dark. It is in darkness, for instance, 
that he gives her the dead hand to kiss, a perverse literalization of 
giving her his hand in marriage. The Duke can scarcely bear to look 
upon his sister even after the strangling ("Cover her face; mine eyes 
dazzle; she died young" [IV.ii.264 ]), yet at the same time he cannot 
resist looking ("Let me see her face again-" [IV.ii.272]). And it is 
precisely at this point that he mentions their twinship and admits 
that in distraction he has ordered Bosola to "kill my dearest friend" 
(IV.ii.280). The word "friend" here appears to bear the sense of "lover," 
as when Lucio in Measure for Measure speaks of Claudio's impreg-
nation of Juliet: "He hath got his friend with child" (I.iv.29). 2 Thus 
does Webster present Ferdinand's self-alienation and cruelty as an 
aspect of his claustrophobic involvement-indeed his identification-
with the image of his sister. The confused feelings of love-hatred that 
he expresses toward her are dramatized as a transference, in part, of 
inadmissible feelings about the self, as a kind of aggressive solipsism. 
And now he imposes the same darkness upon Bosola, the agent of his 
villainy, that he had imposed upon his victim: "Never look upon me 
more" (IV.ii.317). For Ferdinand, the full light of self-recognition is 
unendurable, but enough illumination has occurred not only to 
"dazzle" his eyes with tears but to make mental collapse nearly 
immediate. He becomes the creature of his own "deed of darkness" 
(IV.ii.335), a phrase that he himself applies to the murder but that 
Jacobeans more commonly used for copulation.3 
Webster's Calabrian duke is an impressively sophisticated study 
in the psychology of a sadist, repressed by guilt and horrified to the 
point of self-delusion by the nature of his own erotic urges. His sister's 
"marriage" disrupts his image of the self, draws "a stream of gall quite 
through [his] heart" (IV.ii.286-87), impelling him to retaliate in kind 
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by intruding so destructively upon the competing relationship. And 
the obsession with image carries over logically into the revenge with 
its grotesque substitution of a dead and alien hand for Ferdinand's 
own living one and wax effigies for actual corpses. The Duchess is 
"plagu'd in art" (IV.i.111) because the objective naturalness of her 
relationship to an outsider wrecks the indispensable private illusion 
upon which her brother subsists. Gruesome artifice is meant both to 
punish and to drive out the intolerable reality. 
Webster insists on the intimate nature of Ferdinand's pain and its 
rediversion into elaborately choreographed torment. The Duke refers 
to the "massy sheet of lead" that encloses the bones of her first 
husband and insists that his sister, by taking a second lover, has 
"folded" it "About [his] heart" (III.ii.112-14). Thus does he identify 
himself instictively with his sister's first sexual partner. And the 
emblems of death that Ferdinand inflicts upon his sister-the coffin 
and the noose (referred to as a "wedding ring" [IV.ii.249])-are ways 
of twisting his need for intimacy into a projection of his own self-
destruction. But Ferdinand has already made his identification of 
himself with his two siblings only too explicit in a speech to the 
Cardinal earlier in the tragedy: 
I will only study to seem 
The thing I am not. I could kill her now, 
In you, or in myself, for I do think 
It is some sin in us, heaven doth revenge 
By her (II.v.62-66) 
In his mechanistic term "thing" and in his fervent attempt to moralize 
what he cannot understand, we recognize the Duke's unsuccessful 
efforts to confront his deeper feelings. 
The complete distintegration of personality that finally overtakes 
Ferdinand is the logical result not merely of a murderer's guilt but of 
a psychic impasse-of his desire to love his twin and to hate himself 
through her for that same love. The symptoms of his malady, as 
Webster presents them, are remarkably close to those in certain 
modern descriptions of schizophrenia. John Vernon, a contemporary 
authority on this disorder, remarks that for the typical schizophrenic, 
"areas of the personality are fragmented and mutually exclusive"; 
experience is characterized by "the simultaneous presence but 
absolute separation of a fantastic space and a real space" (23-24). 
Sufferers are often afflicted by a consciousness that selfhood somehow 
lies outside or is distinct from their own bodies, a problem for which 
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they try to compensate by retreating into a subjective fantasy, which 
then takes on a horrifying objectivity of its own. Schizophrenics are 
thus much given to hallucination and role-playing as well as to 
obsessions with dismemberment (symbolic self-amputation or self-
disposal) or with merging of self into other identities. Ferdinand not 
only presents a ring and severed hand to his sister (his grotesque 
reenactment of betrothal and marriage), but also imagines himself to 
be a wolf, digs up corpses, and is observed at midnight "with the leg of 
a man I Upon his shoulder" (V.ii.14-15). Lycanthropy, as treatises by 
Pierre Boaistuau and Jacques Ferrand make clear (Brennan 493-94), 
was traditionally associated with love sickness and jealousy, and 
Ferdinand, in a curious anticipation of his own disease, compares his 
sister's confession of remarriage to "The howling of a wolf' (III.ii.88). 
He also speaks of her children by Antonio as "young wolves" 
(IV.ii.259). Subconscious identification with the Duchess and her 
children would appear to color his rejection of them. The crazed Duke 
dooms himself to reliving his own crimes ("Strangling is a very quiet 
death" [V.iv.34]) and experiences the schizophrenic's appalling sense 
of being both inside and outside his own physique. We see him falling 
upon his shadow in a futile attempt to obliterate the dreadful 
"otherness" that oppresses him, and he would "throttle it" (V.ii.38) just 
as he has already had his sister throttled. 
Otto Rank in his study of the double as a literary and psycho-
logical archetype analyzes the obsession with one's twin or shadow as 
a well-known form of narcissistic self-projection. Ferdinand's love-
hatred for his twin, as Webster dramatizes it, exhibits a pattern 
suprisingly close to the constellation of actions and feelings that Rank 
regards as central to the model: 
Always . . . [the] double works at cross-
purposes with its prototype; and, as a rule, the 
catastrophe occurs in the relationship with a 
woman, predominantly ending in suicide by 
way of the death intended for the irksome 
persecutor. In a number of instances this 
situation is combined with a thoroughgoing 
persecutory delusion or is even replaced by it 
[Ferdinand's fear of his own shadow], thus 
assuming the picture of a total paranoiac 
system of delusions. (33) 
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Ferdinand torments and finally kills in his twin sister a version of 
himself, a figure who symbolizes-simultaneously but irreconcilably-
his infatuation with and revulsion from his own ego. Many of the 
narratives that Rank adduces feature savage jealousy on the part of 
the protagonist when his alter ego becomes involved with a rival lover. 
In addition, a late variant of the Narcissus myth establishes a 
significant identity of the beautiful youth with his twin sister, after 
whose death the boy assuages his grief by redirecting his love from 
her to his own image. In some of the stories, also, the hero's shadow 
represents his accusing conscience or impending death. It can hardly 
be coincidental that Geoffrey Whitney's A Choice of Emblemes (1586) , 
a book that Webster seems to have known, presents the image of a 
murderer terrified by guilt in the form of his own shadow. The tragic 
constant in Rank's explorat ion of the Doppelganger motif is the 
central character's incapacity to love, a condition that leads to 
unbearable frustration , fear , self-loathing, and despair and that 
almost invariably ends in death by violence and some form of 
displacement and self-depersonalization. 
The passionate embodiment of wickedness in Ferdinand is partly, 
of course, the result of Webster's need to balance the equally 
passionate expression of goodness in his heroine. As their physical 
twinship implies, the two characters are complementary as well as 
opposed, each being defined primarily by means of intense emotional 
involvement with another human being. But it is the third member of 
the family, the Lord Cardinal, who furnishes the tragedy with a 
different and altogether more mysterious dimension of evil. 
Webster's "melancholy churchman" (I.i.156-57) is as cold as his 
brother, the Duke, is hot-a chilly, remote, all-powerful Machiavellian 
who almost raises evil in the play to the level of an intellectual or 
metaphysical principle, even to the absoluteness of allegory. He chides 
his brother's idle "rage" and "intemperate anger," his "fly[ing] be-
yond .. . reason" (II.v.46-58), and recalls the "motiveless malignity'' of 
Coleridge's Iago-a man with no credible reason to destroy his sister. 
According to Boso la, "Some fellows . . . are possessed with the devil, 
but this great fellow were able to possess the greatest devil, and make 
him worse" (I.i.45-47). He might almost be a mutant of the medieval 
Vice (though without the sportive wit) except at the end when he 
cowers all too humanly before his attackers and identifies himself 
with the mad brother who mistakenly stabs him: "Help me, I am your 
brother" (V.v.51). Webster creates a contrast between the two brothers 
only to dissolve it, for, underneath, the prelate is more like Ferdinand 
than we are led at first to suppose. Both are profoundly terrified of 
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self. As the Duke cannot rid himself of his alter ego, which pursues 
him relentlessly in the form of a shadow, so is the Cardinal haunted 
by his own hostile image, reflected as a threatening shadow in his 
fish-ponds: "Methinks I see a thing, arm'd with a rake I That seems to 
strike at me-" (V.v.6-7). The tortured conscience projects itself as a 
vision of eternal punishment. 
Webster stresses the symbolic sameness of the brothers as well as 
their obvious differences. Together they browbeat their sister as a 
united chorus with antiphonal voices. The Cardinal officially annuls 
her marriage by removing her wedding ring at Loretto as Ferdinand 
later annuls it more horribly by presenting the dead hand (with a 
wedding ring attached) and displays the supposed corpse of her 
husband. Both brothers are depicted as soldiers, and the Cardinal 
visibly joins his brother in this role when he exchanges ecclesiastical 
vestments for armor. Both threaten enemies with having them "hew'd 
in pieces"; Ferdinand directs this phrase against the Duchess (II.v.31), 
the Cardinal against Bosola (V.ii.292). Both possess themselves of 
master-keys for gaining entry to private apartments: Ferdinand uses 
such a key to invade the Duchess's private chamber; the Cardinal 
gives its fellow to Bosola so that he can dispose of Julia's corpse. (The 
sexual suggestiveness of keys being inserted covertly in palace locks is 
disturbingly relevant to both contexts.) Both brothers are practiced 
self-disguisers, concealing their true natures under various kinds of 
misleading social behavior. And both suffer hellish remorse of 
conscience, although separately and in isolation from each other (like 
Macbeth and his lady). Bosola characterizes them as a pair-two 
"plum-trees, that grow crooked over standing pools" (I.i.49-50). Their 
twin "hearts are hollow graves, I Rotten, and rotting others," and their 
''vengeance, I Like two chain'd bullets . . . goes arm in arm" 
(IV.ii.319-21 ). 
The Aragonian brothers are like the two types of necrophiliac 
that Erich Fromm distinguishes in his Anatomy of Human Destruc-
tiveness. Ferdinand corresponds to the overt type, characterized by 
erotic or quasi-erotic attraction to dead bodies and often by an 
obsession with graves, physical decay, dismemberment, and the lil~e. 
The Cardinal agrees with Fromm's more generalized second type-
bureaucratic and impersonal, often a political or military figure 
(Hitler is his principal example), defined simply by a deep-seated 
hatred of life, a desire to transform what is alive into its opposite, and 
an "exclusive interest in all that is purely mechanical" (369). What is 
clearest about the evil brothers is their equally virulent hatred of 
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natural vitality, of emotional freedom, of social flexibility, and of 
spiritual resource-the values with which the Duchess chooses heroi-
cally to identify herself. 
There is no need (and no space) to detail the many ways in which 
Webster reverses the brothers' oppressive commitment to death in the 
character of the heroine-the play's primary affirmer of life. She is 
clearly the antithesis of everything for which they stand-embodying, 
as she' does, good humor, generous impulses, unselfishness, stamina, 
healthy sexuality, fertility, motherhood, religious faith, and that 
special sense of achieved identity (of which the supreme test is 
courage in the face of deat h ) to which Webster applies the term 
"integrity of life" (V.v.120) . But, disconcertingly, the play also shows 
us a certain self-destructiveness in her make-up that aligns her 
ironically with her most lethal enemies. By defying her brothers, she 
chooses to enter a pathless "wilderness" without "friendly clew" or 
"guide" (I.i.359-61) , an action, despite its romantic motivation, that 
isolates her from protection and commits her to a solitary and often 
solipsistic quest. Like Ferdinand, who wants Antonio's "head in a 
business" (111.v.28), she is forced to "double ... with [her] words, I 
And fearfully equivocate" (I.i.443-44) as she proposes to her steward. 
The Duchess, like her brothers, is forced to become a player of roles, 
and she resorts to perilous deceptions such as marrying in secret, 
disguising her pregnancy, and feigning the pilgrimage to Loretto. Like 
them, too, she ironically associates herself with soldiership-though 
only metaphorically-when she embarks upon her "dangerous venture" 
(I.i.348). Extreme peril lends a certain spice to her romance: "Love 
mix'd with fear is sweetest" (111.ii.66), she remarks to Antonio, and 
she "long [ s] to bleed" (IV.i. l 09) as the inevitable consummation of her 
dangerous commitment. The tense scene in which Ferdinand intrudes 
secretly upon his sister's privacy with his drawn dagger underscores 
the macabre equivalence of love and death in the tragedy, for her twin 
replaces her lover in a dreadful coitus interruptus. When the Duchess 
invites Antonio into her heart, she also, in some sense, invites her 
brother with his unsheathed blade. Before she becomes aware of the 
alien figure in this scene, the Duchess looks into her "glass" (111.ii. l) as 
she undresses, observing that her "hair tangles" and begins to ''wax 
gray" (llI.ii.53-59). It is this same glass, apparently, that a few seconds 
later reflects not only her own changing image but also the freezing 
presence of her twin. A perception about identity is wedded to the 
sudden terror of the moment, and (as we have noted already) both 
Ferdinand and the Cardinal have also to contend with alien terrors in 
the form of self-images-shadows or reflections in water. 
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Thus, the cross-patterns of alienation and identification that The 
Duchess of Malfi explores through the three siblings of the tragedy-
and also through the analogous relationship of Antonio and Bosola, 
symbolic brothers under the skin as well as mortal enemies-dramatize 
a perception about the subliminal conflicts within love itself-
conflicts that make self-fulfillment and self-annihilation the obverse 
faces of a single truth. Webster's characterization, as indeed also his 
imagery, rhythms, and the paratactic tendencies of his dramatic 
architecture, invite us to contemplate the psychological implications 
of love as a coincidentia oppositorum, a discordia concors of the 
passions. In Webster's play, strong emotional attraction between 
persons becomes the tragic force that opens the double gate to self-
realization and to extinction, to enlightenment and to darkness, to life 
and to death. 
NOTES 
1The text of The Duchess of Maifi quoted throughout is that edited by John 
Russell Brown in the Revels series. 
2The text of Shakespeare cited throughout is that of David Bevington. 
3The Bawd in Shakespeare's Pericles, for instance, employs the term in its 
sexual meaning: "she'd do the deeds of darkness ... " (IV.vi.28). See also King Lear: 
"A servingman ... serv'd the lust of my mistress' heart, and did the act of darkness 
with her ... " ( III.iv.84-87) . Jonson uses the phrase in The Devil Is an Ass (V.vi.50). 
Emilia puns on the expression in answer to Desdemona's question , "Woulds't thou 
do such a deed for all the world?": "I might do 't as well i' th' dark" (Othello, 
IV.iii.66-69). 
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John Greene's long-awaited study of science in Jeffersonian 
America is a welcome addition to the growing literature on the 
history of American science, covering a rather neglected phase of 
scientific development. Using Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia 
as his starting point, Greene examines the various ways in which 
American "men of science" responded to Jefferson's call, seeking both 
to discover general principles with which to order and interpret 
natural phenomena, and to describe and order the particular feat ures 
of the American landscape. Greene's first five chapters are devoted to 
establishing the scientific context in America, and especially the 
importance of Philadelphia in setting the tone and providing the 
intellectual, institutional, and spiritual impetus to scientific endeavors 
throughout the country. The next six chapters are each devoted to 
efforts within particular scientific areas: astronomy, chemistry, geog-
raphy, geology, botany, and paleontology. Next Greene considers t hree 
"sciences of man": physical anthropology, archaeology, and comparative 
linguistics, which were primarily devoted to accounting for the place 
of American Indians in human history. In his final chapter Greene 
sums up the trends outlined in the preceding fourteen chapters and 
considers the ways in which Jeffersonian science laid the groundwork 
for activity in the mid-19th century. 
As a narrative history, this book's greatest strength lies in 
Greene's ability to make the concerns of people such as Charles W. 
Peale, Daniel Drake, Andrew Ellicott, Benjamin Barton, and Peter S. 
Du Ponceau seem urgent and vital. Drawing on a wealth of published 
correspondence and particularly letters in the American Philosophical 
Society Library archives, Greene deftly uses the words of these men to 
evoke t he texture of early scientific discovery; their fascination with 
science, their admirations and jealousies, their triumphs and dis-
appointments. For better or worse, this is also heroic science and 
heroic history; the characters are brave, hard-working, and, for the 
most part, modest toilers in the vineyard of science. Greene's ability to 
bring them to life, and to present their interpretations of natural and 
human phenomena as simultaneously based on European tradition 
1Note: Book reviews are limited to selected productions by the Iowa State 
University Press. 
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and audience and as representative of an emerging American per-
spective (indeed, at times, bravado) , is a commendable task. 
This book, however, is disappointing in several respects. Most 
troublesome is the failure to clearly present the economic, political, 
and social context within which these men worked. At times Greene 
seems to intend this work as a demonstration that, contrary to the 
perception that American science during this period was but a 
handmaiden to political economy, many scientists were in fact 
engaged in serious theoretical work, and were interested, as he 
describes the ideals of three South Carolina planters, in "science for 
its own sake" (p. 109). While it is undoubtedly true that for many, 
science was a high-minded pursuit, such a focus betrays the com-
plexity of scientific activity and is as misleadingly narrow as those 
histories of "economically necessary" science. 
For example, Greene does not provide much explanation of why 
these men engaged in scientific activity at all, nor what the organiza-
tions with which they were often associated-colleges, societies, 
expeditions-hoped to learn or accomplish by their efforts. It is hard 
to imagine that it was all inspired and sustained by simple intellectual 
curiosity, especially at a time when Americans were becoming keenly 
aware of the enormous opportunities available in commercial expan-
sion. The growth and development of universities, medical schools, 
and societies during this period also merits correlation with particular 
projects that Greene's scientists undertook. Was Jefferson concerned 
with the role of government and commerce in patronizing science, 
and what role did science play in their burgeoning structures? 
Further, Greene ignores almost entirely the role of amateurs in 
Jeffersonian science. In a period when very few people could be 
considered professional scientists, Greene has focused on the "gentle-
men of science" who, in fact, relied rather heavily on the collections, 
observations, and experience of amateurs scattered around the 
country. This wide dispersion of people trying to order the natural 
world, and the many faceted character of science which their 
inclusion would suggest, indicates a somewhat different picture than 
the one Greene offers. In 1978 Susan F. Cannon coined the term 
"Humboldtian science" to describe "the accurate, measured study of 
widespread but interconnected real phenomena in order to find a 
definite law and a dynamical cause."2 In discussing both high and low 
science, Greene could have profited from this heuristic device, as a 
2Susan Faye Cannon , Science in Culture. New York-Dawson and Science History 
Publications, 1978, p. 105. 
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way of analyzing the bewildering array of topics American men of 
science considered. 
Despite these criticisms, Greene's book will serve as an indis-
pensible source book for historians of early science. His examination 
of this enormous and varied range of materials, and his thoughtful 
treatment of individual scientists, is certainly a tribute to Greene's 
solid scholarship. 
Dr. Deborah Fitzgerald 
Department of the History of Science 
Harvard University 
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Van Bruggen, Theodore. 1985. The Vascular Plants of South Dakota. 
Second Edition. Iowa State University Press, Ames, IA 50010. Paper 
(ISBN-0-81388-0650-X) $31.95. 
Perhaps non-botanical readers may be encouraged to go beyond 
the title of this book if some orientation is provided. 
A person interested in wild plants can commonly choose from 
among a variety of usually small, popular wild flower or tree books. 
These, often well illustrated, usually describe only the most con-
spicuous or attractive species. Technical groups as the grasses and 
frequently also the "ugly" weeds are entirely omitted. By treating 
relatively few species, it is possible to define them using mostly 
common language with a minimum of technical terminology. 
A botanical flora or manual that treats all of the vascular plants 
of a designated region is confronted with an effort of another order of 
magnitude. Because of the large number of species, commonly in the 
thousands, and the inclusion of difficult groups with similar species, it 
is necessary to use botanical terminology to make the necessary 
distinctions. The book here reviewed, covering the state of South 
Dakota, USA, is no exception to these generalizations even though the 
undertaking is less onerous than in some states or regions. 
The present availability (and others are in the making) of large, 
mostly multi-volume, regional floras is no substitute for good state 
floras. This is simply because the latter, including fewer species from 
smaller regions, are easier to use, especially by students and by 
floristic botanists with primarily local interests. And this is emphat-
ically true for The Vascular Plants of South Dakota; its volume size is 
a mere 71h x 6 inches and one inch in thickness. It can easily be taken 
into the field , while the ponderous regional manuals largely must be 
confined to the library or herbarium-office. The convenient minimal 
bulk is due not only to the author's concise format but must be 
credited in part to the state of South Dakota. There just is not so 
much to cover in South Dakota. True, that state is introduced as "a 
land of infinite variety," but on a comparative basis this simply is not 
so. South Dakota, primarily a plains and prairie state, has but a 
modest incursion of the deciduous forest in the eastern portion, and a 
disjunct Rocky mountain element in the west (the Black Hills). With a 
land area of 77,047 square miles , it includes some 1,608 species. By 
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contrast, Beauchamp's County flora of San Diego Co., California, a tiny 
area by comparison, lists some 1,980 species. 
But content is more important than physical convenience or 
nature of the area covered. The book is introduced with a summary of 
South Dakota physiography and floristic regions. Therefrom it imme-
diately goes into keys. And that is what it is-mostly keys: keys to 
families, keys to genera, and keys to species. The ample keys not only 
constitute the descriptions but provide the writer's delimitation of the 
taxa, which, author to author, is commonly highly personalized. 
Indeed, there are no descriptions as such except for monotypic 
genera for which a combined generic-specific description is provided. 
Brief or generalized statements of habitat, range, and phenology are 
listed. There is no treatment of subspecific categories, and there are 
no illustrations save in the introduction. 
The delimitation of families and their names follows Cronquist. 
The sequence is also Cronquistian except that Van Bruggen lists the 
Monocotyledons (Liliopsida) first rather than following the Dicotyledons 
(Magnoliopsida) as does Cronquist. 
Because the manual focuses almost entirely on the identification 
of taxa, the critical question that naturally follows is "How good a job 
does it do?" My sampling indicates that on the whole it is excellent. 
Of course, it is possible to mix praise and reflection with some 
fussing. The family keys for Dicotyledons, broken into eight groups, 
seem to "run" quite well. In the large and technical grass family, one 
wonders if an artifical key might have served better than division into 
Hitchcock's antiquated tribal groups which in any case do not reflect 
the phyletic view of current agrostologists. Whatever the virtue of the 
keys, however, it is going to take some time and practice for the 
novice to achieve reasonable facility in grass identification. Carex, the 
sedges, the largest genus in the state with 78 species, represents 
another group that requires practice in discernment before determina-
tion comes easily. In Salix, willows, keys are commonly based 
primarily on inflorescence characters available only briefly in the 
spring. Here, the author bravely uses leaf characters for the primary 
leads; I do not know how successful the results are. 
The treatment of the large and conspicuous Leguminosae (bean 
family; the Mimosaceae, Caesalpiniaceae, and Fabaceae of the flora), 
unlike that of the summary of the grasses, is provided an artifical 
generic key that is excellent. The problem in the enormous sunflower 
family (Asteraceae) is simply the bulk of the genera, 73 by my count. 
Despite, I think, a well organized group of generic keys, the pathway 
will become much easier when one has learned to recognize the 
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preponderance of the major genera. Because most of the Asteraceae 
genera are relatively small, the keys to species are usually not difficult, 
that to Aster possibly being the most formidable. 
Another measure of a manual is the extent to which it is up-to-
date with respect to species delimitation and nomenclature on the 
basis (not necessarily entire acceptance) of recent monographic 
studies. I think the answer is relatively affirmative, but inevitably 
there are some irregularities. Taking the legumes as an example, the 
author has obviously used the Barneby monograph of Dalea and 
related genera but probably not Barneby's Cassiinae, otherwise his 
Cassia f asciculata would be Chamaecrista fasciculata. Astragalus 
obviously follows the same monographer. The traditional Psoralea 
cannot be Psoralea as listed, because that is a small group limited to 
South Africa. If the North American Psoralea sensu tradition is 
maintained as a single genus, it is Orbex ilum Raf. One American 
author has already tentatively split it into some three genera, and this 
number probably should be expanded to four. 
Reviewers commonly desire to show that they have carefully 
examined their subject by detail-quibbling, reporting typos, etc. I say 
only that the cosmetics in this book are excellent. Economically 
composed and produced, it is paper bound but sturdily so. The cost I 
suppose is reasonable (at least in current context) and hopefully 
most students can purchase it and still have something left over for 
beer. 
So, for its purpose, this is a worthy book Suppose, however, one 
already has a copy of the 1976 edition from which the present derives. 
Are the two sufficiently different to justify pitching the old and 
turning to the new? Response must be qualified. If one is a profes-
sional botanist and desires to be kept completely up-to-date (as far as 
possible) on South Dakota plants, of course, turn to the new. On the 
other hand, the first edition has most of the merits of the second from 
which it differs primarily in updating, revision of details and the 
listing of additions to the flora; 1,585 species are credited to South 
Dakota in the first edition, 1,608 in the second. 
Dr. Van Bruggen, for both 1976 and 1985, is to be commended in 
producing a concise and practical summary of the vascular flora of 
his state. 
Duane Isely 
Iowa State University 

